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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to understand whether implicit
bias influenced disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black
Airmen from grades E1–E4 who previously served on active duty in the U.S. Air Force. The
theory guiding this study is the implicit bias theory introduced by psychologists Mahzarin Banaji
and Anthony Greenwald in 1995. This theory identifies that attitudes, perceptions, and
stereotypes shape specific groups' associations and qualities, which can influence decisions. This
qualitative study employed a hermeneutic phenomenology research design. This study used
snowballing and purposeful sampling methods to recruit 16 participants. Data within this study
was collected through an online survey, semi-structured interviews, and analytical memos. The
data was coded using thematic development in the qualitative data analysis software NVivo 12
Plus. Five themes were identified in the research data: 1) Implicit Bias, 2) Commander
Authority, 3) Stereotypes, 4) Mental Health, and 5) Military Justice Training. The findings
revealed that implicit bias was a contributing factor to nonjudicial punishment decisions, and
race was a secondary influence on punishment severity. The results show that implicit bias has a
consistent impact on both Black and White nonjudicial punishment, as it was present amongst all
enlisted participants. In addition, former commanders identified their experiences regarding
punishment and shared how implicit bias can impact decision-making. In doing so, they
identified the need for a codified collaboration process for discipline application. The study’s
implications, findings, limitations, and recommendations for future research are also discussed.
Keywords: Air Force, excessive punishment, implicit bias, nonjudicial, race, reform
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
This research study aimed to understand the potential implicit bias and disproportionate
commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from grades E1–E4 who
previously served on active duty in the Air Force. The research also analyzed and recommended
measures to help resolve the disproportionate level of punishment that Black Airmen experience
in the service within the targeted military grades of E1–E4. The identification of contributors to
the disparity in Air Force punishment can help to influence the prevention of future practices that
lead to disproportionality in the military justice system. The Air Force has identified its struggle
with racial disparity issues that impact the overall wellbeing of individuals who have dedicated
themselves to the service of the U.S. nation. Black Airmen are over 72% more likely to be
punished by military court-martial or nonjudicial punishment, even though they only make up
18% of the force (Christensen & Wells, 2020). Misconduct among the E1–E4 grades was the
basis for discharge for 85% of Black Airmen (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s
Office, 2021). Different policies, practices, and procedures can potentially correct the root causes
of disproportionate punishment once identified. Determining whether implicit bias is a systemic
problem in the punishment process helps educate commanders and senior leaders about
conscious and unconscious biases that promote unjust and excessive punishment based on the
offender's race.
Background
The military is a microcosm of American society, and noticeable issues plague the Air
Force criminal justice system much like its civilian counterpart. Black people represent roughly
13% of the US population but account for almost 27% of arrests (Nembhard & Robin, 2021;
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Bureau of Justice Statistics [BJS], 2021). Similarly, in 2020, Security Forces issued close to
11,800 citations for criminal infractions and traffic violations, and Black members were
overrepresented by 48% (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The
military justice system is responsible for determining appropriate levels of justice and
punishment for Airmen of all ranks (MCM, 2019). However, fair treatment under the Uniform
Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) is inconsistent for some Airmen. Substantial evidence shows
alarming levels of disproportionate punishment for Black Airmen (Secretary of the Air Force
Office of the Inspector General, 2021; Christensen & Wells, 2020).
In a letter to all service members, the Secretary of Defense hence emphasized that, as an
institution, they must do everything they can to eliminate potential bias, prejudice, and racism in
the U.S. military (Miller, 2020). The justice system’s culture displays patterns of increased
disparities in disciplinary actions that negatively correspond to minority groups in the Air Force
(Secretary of the Air Force Office of the Inspector General, 2021). Senior Air Force and
congressional leaders recognize these disparities in the system. As a response, they have
amplified a national response to address the institutional disproportionality within the criminal
justice system for its service members (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office,
2021).
Vanden Brook (2020) published an article in USA Today that addressed the Air Force’s
acknowledgment of racial disparities in punishment within military judicial proceedings for
junior enlisted Black Airmen. Furthermore, Protect Our Defenders, a military advocacy group,
uncovered Pentagon data from 1999–2019 that revealed that racial disparities existed in each
military branch for punishment, promotion, and retention, and the Air Force had a level of
minority punishment higher than any other service branch (Christensen & Tsilker, 2017).
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According to the GAO (2021), in the Army, Black soldiers were 61% more likely to be tried in a
general or special court-martial compared to White soldiers, and Black sailors were 40% more
likely than White sailors to be referred to a special or general court-martial. In the non-judicial
punishment process, Black Marines were 32% more likely to be punished than Whites in an
average year, while Black Airmen were 71% more likely, the highest disparity among the
services (GAO, 2021). This research, therefore, provides an analytical review of the existing
racial disparities in the Air Force’s justice system and seeks to identify whether a causal
relationship exists between implicit bias and the high rate of punishment imposed on Black
Airmen. Also, the research will introduce methods to reduce the racial disparities between White
and Black Airmen.
Situation to Self
Evidence obtained from members who were part of the Air Force criminal justice system
and those affected by judicial outcomes can provide an evaluation of processes and perspectives
for exploring the implicit bias theory. This exploration can assess the causal influence of
punishment disparities in the Air Force. The Air Force is aware of the current allegations and
acknowledges existing racial disparities in punishment in email correspondence to all its
members (Martin, 2020). The Air Force convened a disparity working group to address the
allegations concerning the disproportionate level of minority punishment (Christensen & Wells,
2020). The working group aimed to assess the level of racial disparities in the service and
possible systemic bias. According to DeMatthews (2018), defining implicit bias influencers help
with understanding the racial discipline gap by stressing the role of complacent people in
furthering racist practices. Furthermore, Christensen and Wells (2020) contend that even though
the Air Force is aware of the disparities that exist concerning racial bias in court-martial and
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nonjudicial punishment, it has failed to enact any response to the recommendations provided by
the Air Force’s own disparity working group.
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Mark Milley, cited that good order and
discipline constitute the Department of Defense’s position for opposing military justice reform
without providing any definition for the term or fundamentally exploring this concept (Weber,
2017; Shane, 2021). However, General Milley is now open to the idea of changes to the UCMJ
and possibly removing the chain of command from involvement in criminal investigations
(Liebermann, 2021). Leaders at the Pentagon have long resisted the idea of taking the potential
criminal cases out of the hands of unit commanders, arguing that it removes the responsibility of
maintaining good order and discipline among their troops (Shane, 2021). Consequently, the
decisions made by commanders in criminal cases within the last decade show levels of racial
disparities in punishment (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
Much of the information found during a review of the Air Force exposed concerning
trends. The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) conducted an investigation between
2012 and 2016, finding that Black Airmen in the military grade E-2 were punished more than
twice the rate of their White counterparts (Christensen & Wells, 2020). Stereotypes are a notable
aspect of society, especially in different racial contexts (Johnson & Wilson, 2019). Daumeyer et
al. (2019) suggested that stereotypical concepts in the social domain, such as dangerous and
criminal, automatically come to mind for many people when they encounter or are exposed to
images of young Black men. Forming decisions around social stereotypes could potentially
influence commanders’ decision-making and punishment outcomes knowingly and unknowingly
(Ali, 2017). The Air Force’s racial disparity problem is the central focus of this research; the
research aims to encourage change in the current military justice culture throughout the service.
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The motivation for this research study was to identify ways to reduce the overwhelming
racial disparities that currently exist in the Air Force. Discriminatory attitudes or implicit bias
toward Black Airmen can impede members from achieving their full potential (Secretary of the
Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Also, veterans maintain significant quality of life
challenges after military separation as a result of commander-imposed punishment. Veterans
have commonly had higher rates of suicide than the rest of the US population (Carrol et al.,
2015), and these rates seem to be growing (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs [VA],
2018). Thus, leaving the military with any type of discharge other than honorable can disrupt a
veteran’s life and can be a considerable hurdle to obtaining veteran benefits (Beynon, 2020). For
this reason, there must be effective interventions for eliminating implicit bias (Kovera, 2019).
The research helps to give a voice to Black veterans and provide fidelity to their many
experiences of perceived implicit bias.
The primary philosophical assumptions within this study are ontological and
epistemological. The philosophical outlook of this research aimed to utilize interpretivist
approaches for data collection. These approaches were considered because readers need to know
the epistemological and ontological grounding of a study to understand the research and evaluate
the validity of its claims (Coates, 2020). Hence, the researcher's knowledge of the Air Force and
military justice process by the researcher aids in gathering information from research participants
and analyzing empirical evidence. In this phenomenological study, observing the
multidimensionality of study problems from integrative perspectives helps to set the stage for the
interconnection of research paradigms (González-Díaz & Bustamante-Cabrera, 2021).
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Problem Statement
Researchers have contended that excessive punishment and mass incarceration of
minorities result from policing practices and criminal justice policies (Felson & Krajewski, 2020;
Fornili, 2018; Campbell & Vogel, 2017). Certain groups are frequently viewed as criminals, a
threat, or highly likely to resist (Mears et al., 2017). Such disparaging stereotypes can result in
harsher punishment for individuals who fall into an identified stereotype (Levinson et al., 2019).
Racial disparities continue to be a problem in society and within military institutions (Losey,
2020). These disparities create systemic issues leading to devastating criminal justice outcomes.
These potential outcomes in the U.S. Air Force can translate into disproportionate commanderimposed nonjudicial punishment. The absence of meaningful change within the military justice
system is evident through the representative data of judicial sentencing and commander-imposed
nonjudicial punishment (Christensen & Wells, 2020). According to the Air Force Personnel
Center (2020), Black Airmen make up only 18% of the Air Force active-duty force, while White
Airmen account for 71%. Despite lower demographic representation in the service, Black
Airmen are punished at a higher rate: they are 71% more likely to face a military court-martial or
nonjudicial punishment than White Airmen (Christensen & Wells, 2020). The Air Force has yet
to present an adequate response to correct the disproportionate level of punishment or identify
any correlations to explain the punishment disparities. However, the Air Force has launched
several investigative inquiries to further examine the rate of Black Airmen punishment.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study will be to understand the implicit bias and
disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from grades
E1–E4 who previously served on active duty. The root problem of the overwhelming disparity in
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criminal sentencing and nonjudicial action is closely related to implicit bias against Black
Airmen (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The theory guiding this
study is the implicit bias theory introduced by psychologists Mahzarin Banaji and Anthony
Greenwald in 1995. This theory identifies that attitudes, perceptions, and stereotypes shape
specific groups' associations and qualities, which can influence decisions (Bourne, 2019). For
this study, implicit bias theory connects the cognitive process during punishment decisions and
the capability to achieve fair and equitable punishment regardless of race. According to Kovera
(2019), decision-makers can hold an implicit association between Blacks and guilt, and those
with stronger associations tend to interpret ambiguous evidence as proof of guilt. In this case,
implicit bias assists in explaining the negative impact of commanders’ decisions resulting in
excessive punishment of Black Airmen. The objective of the research is to explore how implicit
bias influences commander decision-making, thus creating racial disparities in punishment. Also,
to assess the motivations of those disciplinary decisions and the relationship of perceived racial
stereotypes.
Significance of the Study
This study seeks to provide empirical literature on the military justice system and build
competencies to eliminate implicit bias that can contribute to excessive punishment of Black
Airmen. Additionally, this study aims to investigate the various motivations of commanders
during punishment deliberation in order to identify more meaningful training standards to reduce
implicit bias. Breen and Johnson’s (2018) study provided a comprehensive, systematic analysis
of criminal case processing through the context of a military court. The study highlighted that
organizational and institutional norms shape punishment decisions (Breen & Johnson, 2018).
Although there is adequate data to represent the existing racial disparities in punishment, few
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studies have explored the impacts of separated Air Force veterans that are recipients of imposed
military disciplinary actions. The research question attempts to answer whether implicit bias
exists in the U.S. Air Force and how coordination and collaboration among Air Force senior
leaders can reduce implicit bias in the service. Furthermore, this research study intends to
provide informative interactions and an in-depth inquiry to help bridge the analytical gap in Air
Force punishment.
The theoretical basis formed by the implicit bias theory provides considerable context to
the rate of punishment imposed on Black Airmen in the grades of E1–E4. This convergence
research effort provides a vigorous transdisciplinary method to identify approaches to alleviate
Air Force punishment disparities. Commanders' beliefs and moral judgment interact with many
different decisions, and the experiences and relationships can dictate specific outcomes for
Airmen during disciplinary actions. The current literature shows an existing correlation between
implicit bias and excessive punishment in the criminal justice system (Breen & Johnson, 2017;
Kovera, 2019; Donald et al., 2020). Thus, this study aims to identify supplementary support for
improving commander-imposed punishment through a nonjudicial setting and explore veterans'
interactions and their experiences.
This study helps to solidify the importance of implicit bias training. Perspectives from
members punished within the military justice system could potentially shape effective changes to
judicial processes. Active-duty Black enlisted Airmen had cumulative rates of administrative
discharges from fiscal year 2015 to fiscal year 2019, with 50% or higher overrepresentation
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The consequences of excessive
punishment can follow Airmen into civilian life and negatively affect them for years (Moulta-Ali
& Panangala, 2015). As a result, certain types of administrative separations can lead to adverse
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consequences which prevent the issuance of service-connected benefits, Department of Veteran
Affairs loans, employment, and medical care. The research contributes to filling the gaps
necessary to implement Air Force policies for equal justice and understanding the unique
consequences of implicit biases. Addressing the deficiency in empirical research on criminal
punishments in military courts is significant because military convictions can have substantial
ripple effects on civilian communities. For example, one in 10 prisoners in state and federal
correctional facilities report prior military service in the armed forces, and convicted veterans
experience long-lasting adverse life effects (Breen & Johnson, 2018).
Other studies that have included recent efforts to decrease the probability of non-White
prosecution and sanctions have not meaningfully altered the outcomes, with some limited
exceptions (Mallet, 2018). An understanding of judicial sentencing aids in addressing the high
frequency of punishment for Black Airmen. Moreover, a specific requirement for military judges
to provide written documentation for not imposing alternative interventions and sentencing for
low-level offenders can assist with correcting some aspects of excessive punishment (Monahan
et al., 2018). The body of literary evidence lacks volume and consistency regarding bias and its
impact on punishment of Air Force enlisted members. Much of the criminal justice literature
concludes that discriminatory practices are embedded in the criminal justice system (Breen &
Johnson, 2017; Mears et al., 2017). Researchers have provided the empirical evidence and
statistical data necessary to demonstrate that punitive measures adjudicated in the judicial
process disproportionately discriminate against Black Americans (Donald, 2020; Bennett, 2017;
DeMatthews et al., 2017). However, much of the research data identified is within the civilian
court system's contextual examination and does not include an evaluation of the commander’s
authority and exercise of discretion in nonjudicial punishment.
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The authority figure charged with prosecutorial discretion in the military is the
commander, who makes decisions that profoundly impact the victim, the victim’s family, the
member charged, the accused’s family, the unit, and the community as a whole (Suliman, 2020).
The level of influence requires that a person be legally proficient, possess sound judgment, and
be free of bias. A matter of such significance requires greater scrutiny and attention, as it is
presently unguided by the low probable cause standard, and many proponents argue that
commanders should not possess this vast level of prosecutorial discretion (Suliman, 2020). The
research explores the Air Force’s judicial and nonjudicial punishment process. Adoptive tools
identified in current criminal justice legislation and military initiatives help create diverse
solutions to existing racial issues in the Air Force institution.
Research Questions
Disparities in the justice system could persist due to military policies. Without change
and without first assessing the root cause, reducing disparities in the military justice system
would be challenging. Flicker et al. (2019) found that being influenced by implicit bias brings
epistemic costs, resulting in distorted judgments and preventing the ability to form beliefs based
on the evidence. The decision formed without regard for evidence can present substantial
problems to the disciplinary process. Analysis of programs is necessary to identify areas of
needed change. A review of the Air Force’s policies, practices, and procedures is necessary to
identify whether racial bias is inherent in the criminal justice process. To examine racial bias in
the Air Force’s justice system, the research evaluates the disproportionate level of punishment
between Black and White Airmen, E1–E4, in the system. The research also assesses the
prosecutorial impact commanders have on existing disparities to create practical
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recommendations for change. Thus, posed is the following research question (RQ1) and a subquestion (RQ2):
Research Questions
RQ1. How do Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–
E4 and were subjected to nonjudicial punishment describe their experiences regarding
commander’s behavior and implicit bias?
The research question identifies Air Force veterans’ awareness of the discipline
environment during the period of imposed punishment and other experiences regarding
nonjudicial punishment. Examining implicit bias as a priming effect rather than a standing
attitude leads to different questions and different explanations (Payne & Hannay, 2021). This
priming effect assists in determining the root cause of implicit bias, and it is critical to
understanding why racially disproportionate punishments continue to exist within the Air Force.
Therefore, it is essential to analyze whether the systemic problems can be collectively addressed
from a top-down approach. If so, the question arises as to what methods would be more effective
in lowering the disproportionality rate in the military justice process.
RQ2. How can implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial
stereotypes and cognitive schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment?
Existing literature explored approaches in which implicit biases thwart knowledgeseeking practices and examined putative cognitive aspects of implicit bias before considering
ways to improve cognitive practices (Flicker et al., 2019; Felson et al., 2020). Therefore, the
research question is relevant to examining the foundational influences of implicit bias and those
shared experiences of Air Force veterans. In this study, racial stereotyping is defined as a fixed,
oversimplified belief about a specific group of people based on their race (Morin, 2020). In
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addition, cognitive schemas are associated with mental shortcuts that commanders may use to
rapidly respond to disciplinary decisions based on past experiences, thus leading to stereotypes
(Morin, 2020). According to Ruhl (2020), implicit bias can manifest in small interpersonal
interactions and have broader legal implications. These implications potentially impact the rate
of Black punishment in the Air Force and the disparity in punishment severity between Black
and White Airmen E1–E4.
Definitions
1. Airman: An active duty, reserve, or guard member who serves in the U.S. Air Force (MCM,
2019).
2. Analytical Memoing: A process where the researcher writes down ideas about the evolving
theory throughout the data procedures in an effort to discover patterns (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
3. Article 15: An article under the Uniform Code of Military Justice that provides non-judicial
authority for commanders to impose minor punishments for minor disciplinary infractions
without the necessity of a trial (MCM, 2019; Schlueter, 2017).
4. Cognitive Schemas: Mental structures composed of networks of linked thought, feelings, and
attitudes (Brondolo et al., 2017; Johnson, 2020).
5. Commander: A commissioned officer in command or an officer in charge (MCM, 2019).
6. Convening Authority: Commissioned officers in command who can order the disciplinary
action of Airmen, preferral of charges, preliminary hearings, forwarding of charges, and
referral of charges (MCM, 2019).
7. Implicit Bias: Acting on the foundation of prejudice and stereotypes without intending to do
so (Flicker et al., 2021).
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8. Military Judge: A judge advocate designated to preside over a general or special courtmartial or proceedings before referral (MCM, 2019).
9. Nonjudicial Punishment: The punishment that commanders can impose on airmen under
Article 15 of the UCMJ outside of the military court system (Manual for Courts-Martial,
2019).
10. Preferral: Formally charging a military defendant with criminal allegations (MCM, 2019)
11. Racial Stereotypes: The association of criminality and violent behavior with Blacks (Kovera,
2019).
12. Security Forces: Air Force security police designated by proper authorities to perform
military criminal investigative, guard, or police duties; whether subject to the UCMJ or not,
the official making the apprehension is in the execution of law enforcement duties (MCM,
2019).
13. The National Defense Authorization Act: Provides authorization of appropriations for the
Department of Defense (DOD), nuclear weapons programs of the Department of Energy,
DOD elements of the Intelligence Community, and defense-related activities at other federal
agencies (Congressional Research Service, 2021).
14. The Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ): The governing foundation of the U.S.
military justice systems that defines penalties for criminal offenses and procedural rights
(Myers, 2019).
Summary
In this chapter, identification of the existing racial disproportionality between Black and
White Airmen in the grades of E1–E4 shows disparities in punishment. The chapter outlined the
purpose of the study, which is to create an effective and transparent justice system for all Airmen
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and determine whether a significant relationship exists between implicit bias and the
disproportionate rate of punishment among Black Airmen. Current discussions regarding
excessive punishment for Black Airmen coincide with the presented literature (Breen & Johnson,
2017; Jeffers, 2019; Mears et al., 2017). This adaption of literature is essential for understanding
the causes of the racial disparity in punishment through the theoretical foundation formed by the
implicit bias theory. Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature on racial disproportionality,
ways to overcome racial bias, criminal justice statistics, and the uniformity of criminal
sentencing. The literature in Chapter 2 emphasizes the effective measures for reducing bias in the
Air Force’s justice system to create an equal outcome regardless of the race of the Airman.
Finally, Chapter 2 defines the role of the commander and the military justice process.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
The excessive punishment of Black Airmen via the military justice system has
prominently been recognized by senior Air Force leaders, including General Charles “CQ”
Brown and Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force, Joanne Bass (Martin, 2020; Roza, 2020).
According to the Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office (2021), Black Airmen are
94% more likely than White Airmen to be the subject of an Air Force Office of Special
Investigations (AFOSI) criminal investigation. Notable explanations for the causation of racial
disparities in the criminal justice system are published in numerous research articles, judicial
evaluations, and justice statistics (Flicker et al., 2019; Payne & Hannay, 2021; Kovera, 2019).
For example, the prison population grew dramatically after the war on drugs campaign and the
aggressive enforcement actions throughout the US. Additionally, disproportionate sentencing
and a lack of economic prosperity are attributes of social inequality that minorities face, and the
problem has remained consistent over the past few decades (Bourne, 2019). Moreover, Bourne
(2019) contended that because bias is so deeply ingrained in society and people’s consciousness,
it can contour interactions and even apply as covert racism. Those biases can undoubtedly
influence decisions and may also correspond to excessive punishment in the military justice
system.
The impact of race and punishment generates significant interest from literary scholars
(Kim et al., 2015; Stewart et al., 2020; Spohn, 2017). Specifically, the vast amount of research
finds that Blacks are 6.7 times as likely as Whites to be sentenced to prison (Stewart et al., 2020).
Due to the level of bias in decision-making, an increase in sentence length and disparities
continue, and civilian prosecutors and judges have become more biased than in previous years
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(Sah et al., 2015). Implicit bias dynamic influences decision-making and judgment (Bourne,
2019; Brownstein & Saul, 2016; Chae et al., 2017). The corresponding effects of implicit bias in
the criminal justice system and racism mainly contribute to the disproportionate representation of
minority incarceration (Mallet, 2018). Interestingly, many of the cultural and policy-based
influences within American society have corresponded within the ranks of the military service
and its unique military justice system. In the wake of the murder of George Floyd, leaders have
begun to address existing racial issues. The appetite for change in the Air Force stems from the
current sociopolitical climate and the comments and concerns from the military’s first Black
service chief, General Charles “CQ” Brown (Martin, 2020).
The armed forces possess their own unique set of criminal laws and judicial procedural
guidance, codified in the UCMJ (MCM, 2019). Conversely, this has not shielded that system
from similar issues of racial disparities seen within the civilian criminal justice system.
Christensen and Wells (2020) found that the Air Force has the highest level of racial disparities
out of any of the other military branches regarding nonjudicial punishment (NJP) and courtsmartial. Black Americans have been overrepresented throughout the history of the military
justice system and have significant disparities in sentencing and nonjudicial punishment
(Franklin et al., 2019). Blacks are disproportionately represented at every stage of the criminal
justice process (Stewart et al., 2020). Black men constitute approximately 6% of the U.S. adult
population but are approximately 35% of the prison population (Donald, 2020). With this in
mind, the Air Force has a similar rate of punishment disparity for Blacks in the grades of E1–E4.
In 2019, this demographic accounted for 91% of administrative separations for misconduct
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The refocused efforts for social
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justice following the murder of George Floyd helped to renew critical discussions about racism
and implicit racial bias throughout American society, including in the Air Force.
Theoretical Framework
Implicit racial biases are personal attitudes created through a cognitive process in which
people assign a specific characteristic to others based on their appearance and race (RussellBrown, 2018). The utilization of the Implicit Association Test (IAT) provides a baseline
assessment of implicit bias. The IAT was introduced by Anthony Greenwald, Debbie McGhee,
and Jordan Schwartz in 1998 and consists of an online test of quick responses to a series of
words and pictures; the test measures response time to the computer images as a proxy for
implicit bias (American Bar Association, n.d.). Implicit bias interventions have proven to be
pivotal in lowering scores on the IAT, the most commonly used implicit measure of prejudice
and stereotyping (Green & Hagiwara, 2020). Moreover, the IAT establishes the level of implicit
bias that a person possesses. More than 90% of individuals who took the IAT displayed evidence
of implicit bias, signifying that most people are implicitly biased even if they do not consider
themselves prejudiced (Payne et al., 2018; Marini et al., 2021).
Following the GAO's identification of racial disparities in the military justice system, the
Air Force pursued efforts to tailor its training in leadership preparation courses (Christensen &
Wells, 2020). The training aimed to identify implicit bias and its possible consequences for those
in supervisory roles in reducing and managing unconscious bias. Kovera (2019) contended that
racial disparities in the criminal justice system must result from implicit racial bias; otherwise, an
intervention to train away implicit bias will not work. Therefore, leaders must determine whether
implicit bias exists in the Air Force prior to formulating training standards. This determination
will help develop a baseline for program implementation and provide vital evidence to allocate
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the most appropriate training programs and methods. Kovera’s (2019) research extended the
foundational theory presented by Greenwald and Banaji (1995); however, this study focuses on
the original framework of the implicit bias theory that does not exclusively focus on race.
Punishment in the Air Force occurs primarily in two ways: through either nonjudicial
punishment or court-martialing. Measured against the average of all enlisted Airmen, Black
enlisted members are overrepresented by 57% for receiving Article 15s and courts-martial
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Misconduct among the E1–E4
ranks was the basis for discharge for 82% of Black Airmen (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector
General’s Office, 2021). Air Force commanders are responsible for imposing nonjudicial
punishment on offenders. Commanders may thus unknowingly participate in a system that casts
excessive and unwarranted punishment on minority groups. To that end, within the past several
years, the Air Force has incorporated bias training for commanders at different career points to
address the racial disparity the Air Force faces in the disciplinary realm (Secretary of the Air
Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Nevertheless, the punishment disparities between White
and Black Airmen remain. Institutional normalization is a significant proponent of this behavior,
and education is a critical component in resolving many of the issues and racial bias in the Air
Force (Payne et al., 2018; Qian et al., 2019).
Implicit Bias Theory
The implicit bias theory is a significant theoretical explanation for the level of racial
disparity in punishment (Payne & Hannay, 2021). Implicit bias is a set of negative beliefs or
associations about a specific population demographics that one holds without awareness, and
while one would not consciously endorse this bias, it results in discriminatory behavior (Kovera,
2019). The foundational research concerning implicit bias will help identify the relationship

32
between implicit bias in Air Force nonjudicial decision-making and the rate of Black Airmen
punishment (Flicker et al., 2019; Rees, 2016). According to empirical evidence provided by
Burns et al. (2017), cognitive awareness of implicit bias promotes motivated self-regulation
interventions that facilitate awareness of bias. Thus, creating the motivation to self-regulate
stereotype applications through the implicit bias theory lens (Burns et al., 2017).
Much of the empirical research on this relationship has shown that covert and overt racial
bias produces disparities throughout society, including within the criminal justice system (Breen
& Johnson, 2018). The systemic problems produced by implicit bias display a correlational
pattern in the decision-making process and the internal practices throughout the chain of
command. The implicit bias theory assumes commanders are not consciously prejudiced or
intentionally discriminate (Staats et al., 2017). Markedly, additional assumptions for cognitive
awareness of bias and supplementary training may reduce the effects of excessive punishment of
Black Airmen. The cognitive retraining approach theorizes that if people are evaluating others in
less biased methods due to counter-stereotyping, the practically important outcome should be
reduced stereotype application that is facilitated by a reduction in implicit bias (Burns et al.,
2017).
Related Literature
The growing concern regarding discriminate sentencing in the Air Force requires
investigative actions and intervention to promote an environment free of personal biases. This
racial gap in sentencing and punishment is not a surprise to many Airmen who serve (Roza,
2020). Airmen have sounded off on multiple online platforms and in-person forums concerning
the findings released by Christensen and Wells (2020). The disproportionate number of Black
Airmen exposed to the military criminal justice system is evident in two distinct ways. First, the
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rate of judicial punishment through court-martial proceedings indicates that Black Airmen are
overrepresented in the system; they are 1.64 times more likely to be suspects in AFOSI criminal
cases and twice as likely to be apprehended by Security Forces, although they only account for
18% of the active duty population (The Inspector General Department of the Air Force, 2020).
Second, the measurable composition of nonjudicial punishment of Black Airmen carried out by
commanders utilizing Article 15 of the UCMJ as a means of discipline for misconduct. The
military justice system has categorically contained more minority representation in the past two
decades (Christensen & Wells, 2020). Stewart et al. (2020) contended that the collective
disadvantages Blacks experience in their lives are likely to be amplified in the criminal justice
system.
The Air Force routinely combines the talents of all individuals; however, Airmen within
the service feel that they are not valued or may experience some level of discrimination
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Systemic racism is part of the
institutional makeup of the justice system, and it has a far-reaching influence that is interwoven
within normal operations and procedural policies (Dial & Walker, 2020). Christensen and Wells
(2020) suggest that racial bias and discrimination are underlying factors of high-level Black
representation in the Air Force. Lesser offenses that fall under a commander’s authority to
determine punishment show that there is no great exercise of discretion during decision-making
regarding the punishment imposed on Black Airmen (Christensen & Wells, 2020). The Inspector
General Department of the Air Force (2020) stated that without interviewing a representative
sample of commanders who imposed punishments for misconduct, it is difficult to determine
conclusively why Black Airmen were punished more frequently for lesser offenses. A limiting
factor of the existing research is that it lacks individual accounts provided by those who have
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experienced excessive punishment or been discharged from the service through administrative
action.
The inherent authority wielded by military commanders allows them to carry out lowlevel punishment for Airmen under their charge (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s
Office, 2021). These commanders often make decisions in a vacuum without the expertise of
trained legal professionals (Montgomery, 2021). Furthermore, trust is a tremendous aspect of
operational success in the military and the dynamic of leadership. To be an effective leader, a
military commander must have a relationship with their Airmen, and a crucial aspect of that
relationship is trust (Stubbendorff & Overstreet, 2019). However, two out of every five Black
enlisted members, officers, and civilians do not trust their chain of command to address racism,
unequal opportunities, and bias (The Inspector General Department of the Air Force, 2020).
The UCMJ contains punitive articles that include both strictly military offenses, such as
desertion and disobedience of an order, as well as common-law offenses, such as larceny (MCM,
2019). If it appears that a service member has violated a punitive article, the commander has
broad discretion to decide how to discipline an accused’s misconduct (Schlueter & Schenck,
2020; MCM, 2019). The statistical analysis and research of the Air Force’s justice process
indicate that commanders discipline Black Airmen more severely and at a higher frequency
(Christensen & Wells, 2020). The disparity between Black and White Airmen has increased in
recent years, and in 2006, Black Airmen were 1.49 times more likely than White Airmen to face
disciplinary action, compared to 1.83 times more likely in 2015 (Christensen & Tsilker, 2017).
Implicit Bias in the Military Justice System
As a fighting force, the Air Force is successful in combat operations, humanitarian
efforts, and worldwide air superiority. Thus, the Air Force leverages innovation and the strength
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of its members to provide the best advantages against adversaries to achieve those successes.
Airmen come from different walks of life and have various attributes and tangible skills that
make them critical components of the Air Force. Those skills, combined with teamwork,
training, and experience, make the Air Force one of the premier fighting forces in the world.
While the Air Force has succeeded at combining the talents of all individuals, many people
within the service feel that they are not valued or may experience some levels of discrimination
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Numerous researchers have
argued that systemic racism is part of the institutional makeup of military justice, and it has a farreaching influence on everyday operations and procedural policies (Bourne, 2019; Breen &
Johnson, 2017; Carlson et al., 2018). Toldson (2020) explained that systematic practices and
policies across multiple societal disciplines create an establishment of rules and standards. One
of these disciplines exists within criminal justice, and it can be racially biased with supplanted
individual motivations that lead to nonracist individuals unwittingly engaging in racist criminal
justice outcomes (Toldson, 2020).
According to Daumeyer et al. (2019), the distributive correlation between social
influences and implicit bias provides a finite model for evaluating documented discipline and the
statistical racial gap in punishment. A way to reduce biases influenced by misconceptions would
be to challenge beliefs through education (Chan et al., 2017). However, the nature of implicit
bias can be unconscious, and many of the sentencing determiners may emphatically denounce
any such accusation of bias in their decisions. For instance, most individuals have difficulty
admitting their faults or acknowledging that they have made decisions based on implicit bias
(Fridell et al., 2016). A person’s implicit biases grow from a lifetime of exposure to direct and
indirect messages gathered from personal experiences with other people and entities, including
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the news media (Pittaro, 2018). Negative perceptions often garner real-world consequences due
to outward beliefs about a specific demographic of people through psychological processes
(Payne & Hannay, 2021). The corresponding outcomes in the military justice system may
subconsciously produce racial disparities and lead to offenders being excessively punished rather
than issued fair discipline regardless of racial identity (Schlueter & Schenck (2020).
Punishment in the Air Force is not uncommon and frequently occurs to maintain a
dominant fighting force in the military through good order and discipline (Weber, 2017). The
correlation between implicit bias and Black overrepresentation in the criminal justice system is a
consistent theme in many research studies concerning racial disparities in sentencing (Breen &
Johnson, 2017; Cooper et al., 2021). Active duty Airmen and veterans have spoken out about
racial disparities between White and Black Airmen pertaining to discipline and limited
developmental opportunities due to racial inequalities and biases that occur throughout the Air
Force (Losey, 2020). Toldson (2020) further explained that institutional racism and implicit bias
are ubiquitous and instill a reticence among Air Force leaders to invest resources, time, and
funding to find the correct solutions to existing problems. Thus, this reluctance against
institutional racism and implicit bias has compounding effects that threaten national security,
economic standing, and future health (Toldson, 2020).
Resistance is a term commonly associated with changes to the military justice system
(Breen & Johnson, 2017). For example, senior leaders in the Department of Defense were only
recently—in 2021—willing to change significant aspects of the justice process regarding the
prosecution of sexually related offenses (Kime, 2021). The current legislative proposal would
take the prosecution authority for sexual assault cases away from commanders until the review
commission has completed its work and its recommendations have been debated among military
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leadership (Burns, 2021). This requested change in policy highlights the need for prosecutorial
changes in military justice and the recognized inadequacy of the justice process. With this in
mind, the proposed reformation of commander authority also highlights issues within the
framework of the military justice system. These changes are reflective of potential problems in
the justice process and a likely necessity for change in other areas of the system, including those
related to disproportionate punishment.
Some military policymakers have suggested enacting policies that help reduce racial
disparities in the military justice system (Kime, 2021). In 2021, the Air Force enacted a new
policy to track demographic data of the issuers and receivers of disciplinary actions (Secretary of
the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Additionally, commanders are responsible for
reporting the age, gender, rank, race, and ethnicity of both parties to their installation legal office
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). This new policy is intended to
assist commanders in collecting data on whether supervisors and commanders issue
administrative disciplinary action in a similar manner, magnitude, and frequency to members,
regardless of race, gender, or ethnicity (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office,
2021).
Kovera (2019) postulated that identifying a solution to racial disparities is imperative, as
there is mounting evidence that imprisonment serves as a criminal enhancement—those who
spend time incarcerated are at an elevated risk of committing future crimes. Article 15
punishment allows the commander to offer the offender nonjudicial punishment instead of facing
a court-martial (MCM, 2019). According to Lacey (2016), knowledge of implicit bias and other
cognitive forces, such as stereotypes and personal beliefs, could essentially alter how the legal
system conceptualizes criminal responsibility. Educating individuals on their cognitive biases
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may enhance their ability to make rational decisions (Jaeger et al., 2020). Moreover, raising
awareness of prejudice based on social group affiliation can reduce discrimination (Jaeger et al.,
2020; Daumeyer et al., 2019).
Unconscious Influencers
According to Bennett (2017), many researchers, social scientists, lawyers, and judges
universally agree that implicit bias and racial discrimination are the foremost contributors to the
high rate of Black incarceration. In this regard, the Air Force is no exception: the overwhelming
findings that show that Black Airmen are over 72% more likely to face military punishment are
consistent with the racial disparities that exist in American society (Secretary of the Air Force
Inspector General’s Office, 2021; Nellis, 2021). The extensive history of procedural
requirements such as mandatory minimum sentencing, institutional policies including increased
enforcement of low-level offenses, and social norms reinforced by stereotypes throughout the US
has consistently disproportionately criminalized Black Americans (Foronda et al., 2018;
Monahan et al., 2018). The inherent negative assumptions and racial stereotypes associated with
Black Americans are detrimental to judicial decision-making and the application of fair and
impartial discipline (Brownstein & Saul, 2018).
Carlson et al.’s (2018) research determined that an appropriate response to the numerous
negative influences in service discrimination requires different levels of diversity navigation and
cultural competencies to counter the negative influences. Consequently, racial disparities are
potentially associated with poor commander decision-making, which can negatively impact the
service. Although the UCMJ identifies a range of punishments for criminal offenses,
commanders have the authority to deviate from the guidelines based on the totality of the
circumstances (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). This discretion,
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along with implicit bias and inadequate training, may amount to disparities in punishment.
Notably, a 2018 RAND Corporation study interviewed 75 Air Force squadron, group, and wing
commanders and identified whether they had adequate preparation, resources, and accountability
mechanisms to fulfill their responsibilities (Ausink et al., 2018). As a result, 41% of squadron
commanders, 45% of group commanders, and 38% of wing commanders interviewed noted they
felt least prepared for their disciplinary responsibilities (Ausink et al., 2018).
The current Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Charles “CQ” Brown, highlighted
the racial stereotypes and problems he faced during his Air Force career (Martin, 2020). Namely,
he faced his own experiences and discrimination as a Black Airman coming up through the ranks
(Cohen, 2020). Biases can manifest in different ways, and the combination of personal
experiences, education, and background makes individuals susceptible to implicit bias
(Brownstein & Saul, 2018). Implicit bias governs the feelings and attitudes held toward others
based mainly on personal characteristics such as race, ethnicity, age, and even appearance
(Pittaro, 2018). Bennett (2017) suggested that once a person becomes aware of how
subconscious implicit biases work, awareness will help them combat its effects. The level of
disparity is disturbing to many senior Air Force leaders.
Improvements to the Justice Process
Congressional leaders are attempting to reform the military justice process to empower
legally trained military prosecutors, instead of the commander of the accused, to determine when
to refer a case to court-martial, thereby reducing the potential for bias based on familiarity,
friendship, race, or ethnicity (Christensen & Tsilker, 2017). The empirical evidence from civilian
judicial outcomes demonstrates that dissimilar races experience different consequences even
though the crime rate is proportionate (Nellis, 2021; Beck, 2021). As a result, congress proposed
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the Military Justice Improvement and Increasing Prevention Act of 2021, which reshapes
military justice and would essentially strip commanders of command prosecutorial discretion
(Johnson, 2021). Additionally, the 2021 Senate’s National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA)
calls for providing military attorneys the prosecutorial decisions for all serious crimes, including
rape, murder, kidnapping, and other serious felonies (Kime, 2021).
The 2020 NDAA contains an expansion of the pre-referral powers of military judges, a
requirement to study an alternative military justice system, and a requirement that victims’ court
preferences be recorded (Brown, 2020). Moreover, senior legislative and political leaders
continue to evaluate the military’s response to identified racial problems within its ranks (Kime,
2021). The Inspector General Department of the Air Force (2020) has identified that fair
treatment for every Air Force member can occur by holding everyone to the same standards. The
establishment of specific consequences for violations could set the tone across the total force.
Administrative discipline executed by Air Force commanders could lead to career
limitations and even lifelong consequences for Air Force members if it results in military
separation. According to Wherry (2021), after leaving the military with an administrative
discharge, veterans are generally ineligible to receive veteran benefits, including education,
housing, employment, disability compensation, burial benefits, and, in many cases, even
healthcare. Discharged veterans may also be banned from joining veterans’ service
organizations, experience homelessness, face employment challenges, and are more likely to
suffer from mental health conditions (Wherry, 2021; Ramchand, 2021). Effective interventions
in the commander discipline process could reduce the rate of administrative separations, thus
reducing the rate of systemic veteran issues.
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Military commanders are responsible for preserving good order and discipline in their
units (McDonald et al., 2021). The interpretation of the data may suggest that either a substantial
problem exists in the junior enlisted ranks of Black Airmen or the application of discipline is
unequally imposed on different racial groups. Although the commander’s decision is critical to
upholding discipline throughout the ranks, ineffective use of that authority can diminish the
operational efficiency of a unit (Kime, 2021). Once notified, the commander must decide how to
resolve charges by referring to the Manual for Courts-Martial (MCM), and the commanding
officer may conduct the inquiry; appoint another member in the command; or, in severe cases,
request assistance from civilian or military criminal investigative agencies (McDonald et al.,
2021).
Retribution
Because culturally established stereotypes reinforce implicit bias, they can shape how
people perceive others (Payne & Hannay, 2021). Since implicit biases exist in an individual’s
subconscious, they are difficult to control and can result in disparities in punishment and
overrepresentation for certain minority groups (Pittaro, 2018). Levison et al. (2019) conducted a
national empirical study that included over 500 jury-eligible participants, and the researchers
concluded that participants could not separate the concept of retribution from the influence of
race in criminal cases. Participants ranged in age; 38.4% of participants fell between 31 to 40
(Levison et al., 2019). Of the participants in the study, 55.2% identified as male and 44.8%
identified as female, 77.5% of participants identified themselves as White, 7.8% identified
themselves as Black or African American, 5.5% as Asian American, 3.6% as Hispanic or Latino,
and 4.8% as more than one race (Levison et al., 2019).
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Levison et al. (2019) further demonstrated that participants in the study automatically
associated payback and retribution with Blacks and mercy and leniency with Whites. In addition,
the study found that the jury’s level of bias based on their IAT score predicted how much they
supported retribution as a desirable punishment rationale (Levison et al., 2019). The concepts
associated with individual perceptions of race and implicit bias may converge due to the
diversity of the Air Force’s population groups. The heavy impact of cultural effects on U.S.
military personnel comes from all over the country and even abroad in some cases. These effects
closely determine how people perceive situations and derive specific information based on
unique perspectives and experiences (Ruhl, 2020).
Contextual Motivations
Lee (2015) argued that any attorney who is concerned about how racial stereotypes may
affect jurors’ interpretation of evidence might benefit from bringing attention to implicit racial
bias early in the judicial process, as this type of education can encourage jurors to consider the
evidence presented without reliance on automatic racial associations. Pittaro (2018) identified
various intervention approaches to reduce individual bias. Collective conversations regarding the
impacts of race and discipline are essential. Qian et al. (2019) conducted a study to examine
developmental change in implicit bias derived from their IAT scores. The researchers also
conducted correlation analyses between age and implicit bias scores. Results showed that there
was a negative correlation between age and implicit anti-White bias, r(191) = −.223, p = .002,
but no significant correlation between age and implicit anti-Black bias, r(192) = −.006, p = .932
(Qian et al., 2019). These results suggest that children’s implicit anti-Black bias remained stable
with increased age, while their implicit anti-White bias declined with age (Qian et al., 2019).
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The Air Force Inspector General Office (2020) collected survey data from Air Force
enlisted members who shared personal experiences of racial bias or witnessed investigations in
which race seemed to play a role. In addition, many of the identified enlisted Airmen observed
other colleagues of different races receiving lesser punishments for similar offenses or filed
complaints regarding racism that did not resolve favorably for those Airmen (The Inspector
General Department of the Air Force, 2020). Tirado (2019) found that having relationshipbuilding factors, such as empathy and a working alliance, relate significantly to positive
outcomes. Implications for future research could provide more effective measurements of unit
cohesion and operational capacity of units where racial disparities are more prominent.
Resistance to Change
Black Americans have served in the military since the American Revolutionary War.
Black service members served in racially segregated units until 1948, when President Harry
Truman signed Executive Order 9981, which abolished discrimination based on race, religion, or
national origin (Exec. Order No. 9981, 1948). However, this Executive Order could not remove
the systemic social inequalities that minorities faced and their worries about fairness and equal
opportunities (Thomas et al., 2017). Unfortunately, much unfairness and inequality remain today.
Christensen and Wells (2020) reported that the Air Force convened a disparity working group to
research the racial disparity issue as far back as 2016, but the group worked on the issue for only
three months, and the findings were ignored by Air Force leadership. According to Christensen
and Wells (2020), the Air Force slow-walked and greatly redacted several Freedom of
Information Act requests in order to learn more about the group’s findings, and it finally turned
over documents after three years of ongoing legal battles.
Resistance to change inadvertently encourages existing racial disparities by failing to
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denounce the practices that create them (Spievack & Okeke, 2019). Similarly, naming historical
and contemporary policies and practices that create and maintain racial disparities allows for the
challenge of harmful stereotypes and narratives that shape the way people of color are perceived
and treated (Spievack & Okeke, 2019). The comprehensive report from Protect Our Defenders
pushed Air Force leaders to take action to address concerns (Christensen & Wells, 2020).
However, their action stalled at organizing focus groups and sending anonymous surveys to Air
Force members to analyze trends and better understand racial concerns (Christensen & Wells,
2020). Air Force leaders have more recently taken the initiative to change the environment of
racial disparity in the Air Force (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
Following the death of George Floyd, former Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force Kaleth
Wright was one of the first Department of Defense leaders to speak publicly about the racism
that exists throughout the military, stating that the Air Force has its own demons of racial
injustice to exorcise (Losey, 2020).
Potential Leadership Biases
Implicit bias also involves cognitive shortcuts, and when these shortcuts occur in the
justice system, they often translate negatively for racial minorities (Mears et al., 2017). Thus, the
biases that are brought into organizations create a higher potential for disparities (Mears et al.,
2017). Racial biases may also interrelate with peoples’ punitive mindsets in ways that are
harmful to people of color (Ispa-Landa, 2018). Mears et al. (2017) concluded that addressing
cognitive shortcut strategies help minimize their role in creating racial disparities. Furthermore,
the physical features of Black Airmen in the Air Force can uniquely contribute to bias and
facilitate perpetual stereotypes that correspond to disproportionately excessive punishment
(Staats et al., 2017). Other military services have taken notice of the potential for implicit bias
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within the ranks. The Army has acknowledged that implicit bias exists throughout the service
and, in 2021, began omitting official photos from promotion selection boards to eliminate
implicit bias from the promotion process (Rempfer, 2020). The Marine Corp even received
mandatory implicit bias training as far back as 2016 to reduce the negative influence that it has
throughout its service.
Human instinct profoundly influences one’s perception of others; this instinct is based on
the combination of upbringing, experiences, training, and education (Ruhl, 2020). The ongoing
racial equity gaps in society require complex strategies to contextualize the disparities. One of
the requirements in this regard is an internal review of values and investments aimed at targeting
implicit bias and leadership participation. This concept is vital because it is difficult for a person
to exert control over a particular bias when they do not know they have it (Mears et al., 2017). In
the context of the U.S. Air Force, this internal review is one of the first steps to limiting the
implicit biases that stereotypically portray people of color.
Furthermore, Brownstein (2018) contended that a strong connection exists between
implicit bias and discriminatory behavior. In addition, a person’s spoken words are not always an
accurate representation of what they actually think and feel, nor is it indicative of how they will
behave and make decisions (Ruhl, 2020). Knowledge about evaluating others’ perceptions,
behavior, and feelings is important, but short of asking a person about their thoughts on these
aspects, the accuracy of these thoughts may not be known. An evaluation of critical thinking is
thus one of the reasons this research study is essential.
The Air Force has had an expansive growth of technological innovation. However, the
rate of racial integration and progress has not been consistent with the Air Force’s modernization
in warfighting and domination through air and space. The country’s historical problems, such as
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racial disparities and criminal justice disproportionality, still exist and are reflected in behavior
patterns, particularly the discriminatory punitive punishment of Black Airmen. Modern theory
proposes that punishment decisions are the result of court actors’ evaluation of critical
sentencing criteria, such as criminal culpability, the future risk of offending, and individual and
organizational constraints (Breen & Johnson, 2017). If implicit bias relates to the disparities in
punishment, it presents significant challenges for Air Force leaders.
Racial disparities exist in most historical contexts and are often facilitated by inaccurate
narratives and government policies that emplace barriers around people of color. Neely and Cillo
(2020) contended that the dehumanization and demonization of Blacks by their White
counterparts directly impacted White’s perceptions of Blacks for future generations of Blacks. In
this sense, the absolute authority that military commanders have over the Airmen they command
can potentially contribute to systemic, disproportionate punishment of Black Airmen through
oppressive methods. Although commanders are not legal professionals and do not have the
experience of educated lawyers and judges, they are aware of legal standards and still possess the
authority to be judge and jury when imposing nonjudicial punishment (Christensen & Wells,
2020). This authority is possible because the burden of proof is substantially lower in the military
than the criminal court’s standard metric of “beyond a reasonable doubt.” Commanders may
consequently decide to punish Airmen more harshly than others for their wrongdoings based on
their own personal beliefs.
Many challenges lie ahead for the Air Force. Balancing diversity and inclusion,
integrating mission operations, and expanding technology are all future challenges. However,
more recently, understanding and reducing implicit bias in the service has been at the forefront of
its current challenges. Nevertheless, the Air Force can seek out opportunities to implement
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training designed to mitigate the effects of implicit bias for every person involved in the
punishment process, including commanders, military police, lawyers, juries, and judges. To this
end, concentrating on racially motivated biases and stereotypes as well as a limited set of
discretionary attributes may inadvertently lessen the attention attributed to other significant
contextual or structural aspects and decisions (Ruhl, 2020).
Criminologists play a vital role in progressing public knowledge about military
punishments, yet relatively little empirical research tackles this problem (Breen & Johnson,
2018). The development of an in-depth analysis of military punishment is thus essential. People
are not cognitively colorblind, but training individual behaviors to counteract racial bias is
potentially necessary. In this event, leading scholars on the effects of implicit racial bias have
created meaningful training programs that can mitigate the impacts of this bias (Pittaro, 2018).
Awareness of bias is critical, and gaining insight into military decision-making requires a degree
of self-awareness. Air Force leaders must be cognizant of their potential implicit biases and
stereotypes regarding the people they lead and work with. This consciousness may develop if
leaders are equipped with the proper training and reinforcement (Pittaro, 2018).
Understanding Structural and Psychological Barriers
According to Roza (2020), racially negative biases could be expressed as utter racism or
ultimately lead to discriminatory behavior toward people of color. Consequently, it is no
coincidence that Black males are the leading demographic punished by the American criminal
justice system and that Black male Airmen are the leading demographic punished in the Air
Force. The judicial statistics presented by Christensen and Wells (2020) largely suggest that bias
exists in the Air Force and show that Black males in the service continue to be perceived in a
criminal manner. When racial disparities are presented, they show bare statistics and, at best,
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present an ambiguous confirmation of structural racism or structural barriers as appropriate
explanations for racial gaps (Spievack & Okeke, 2020).
The structural barriers and racism that exist require a deeper examination. However, the
uncomfortable nature of the topics could be one of the many reasons Air Force leaders have not
engaged in conversations to address the subtle and blatant racial disparities that yield excessive
punishment of Black Airmen. Leaders must be able to speak honestly about racism, regardless of
the risk of public scrutiny and unfavorable perceptions. Refusal to deal with implicit bias that
corresponds to racial disparity has disastrous effects on the US. Unfortunately, the Air Force
identified that implicit bias is potentially systemic within its justice system. However, ignorance
is no longer a tolerable excuse when the data presents evidence of excessive punishment of
Black Airmen. This prolonged racial disparity in the justice process potentially breeds mistrust in
leaders and the institution overall.
According to Peterson (2020), even after the Air Force admitted that it needs to examine
the racial disparities present in the justice system, it has yet to make any formal
recommendations and has not implemented any changes to the justice system. Racial disparities
in the military justice system are not a new phenomenon, but they have not been researched
thoroughly to understand the rate of Black punishment. A person’s demographic group should
not be relevant for sentencing, but sentences do dramatically change based on the offender's race
(Felson et al., 2020). Likewise, White Airmen in the Air Force justice system statistically appear
to be punished less frequently than Blacks, and people within the judicial system have various
biases that could contribute to disproportionality in the system (Secretary of the Air Force
Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
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Racial Disparity from Implicit Bias
Implicit biases exert a dynamic influence on decision-making, and organizations may be
unwilling to engage in the necessary change due to societal norms and a desire to maintain the
status quo (Barrows et al., 2021). Even as one of the newest military branches, the Air Force
maintains a long history of traditions and procedures that currently direct how it functions. The
Air Force has an eagerness for systemic change in the military justice system (Secretary of the
Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Nevertheless, eliminating disparities and
accomplishing racial equity are dependent on a genuine and meaningful relationship between
system stakeholders and those impacted by racial disparities (Barrows et al., 2021). The
punishment frequency between White and Black Airmen remained consistently disproportionate
over the last decade (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). According to
Kovera (2019), Black adults receive more punitive and longer sentences than Whites, largely
because prosecutors are more likely to charge Black defendants than White defendants with
crimes that carry mandatory minimum sentences. In a nonjudicial military setting, the
psychological connection toward harsher sentencing of Black Airmen may be consistent with
Kovera’s (2019) prosecutorial severity of punishment determination.
Christensen and Wells (2020) identified the implicit bias in the justice system and found
that those biases damage culture and cause leaders in positions of authority to enact personal
biases when making their decisions. The Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office
(2021) obtained over 123,000 survey responses from active-duty, Guard, and Reserve members
and conducted 138 group interviews, ranging from 12–50 service members, officers, and
enlisted, per group in two-hour discussions in order to understand where Black Airmen are at a
disadvantage. As a result, nearly 47% of Black enlisted Airmen surveyed perceived some level
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of unfair discipline based on race (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
Similarly, 56% of Black officers also felt some level of unfair discipline based on race. In
contrast, 12% of White enlisted Airmen perceived some level of unfair discipline based on race,
while 18% of White officers believed there was also a level of unfair discipline based on race
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
Nonjudicial punishment is a tool that commanders can use to maintain good order and
discipline. Such actions can include Airmen consistently showing up to work late and engaging
in low-level crimes, such as larceny and simple assault. There are 316,741 White Airmen and
66,120 Black Airmen total in the service (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office,
2021). In 2019, the nonjudicial punishment rate per 1,000 personnel was 12.23 for White Airmen
and 23.1 for Black Airmen (Christensen & Wells, 2020). Air Force statistics show that Black
male Airmen who are under the age of 25 and have less than five years of military service
received court-martial and nonjudicial punishment actions at a higher rate than White male
Airmen (Christensen & Wells, 2020).
Implicit racial bias flourishes in circumstances where people must make sudden
judgments with flawed information, predominantly when they are cognitively exhausted,
anxious, or distracted (The Sentencing Project, 2020). If individuals are accused of having
biases, they often think it means they are prejudiced or more likely to discriminate against
people; however, this is not the case. Donald et al. (2020) found that people believe that
unconscious biases are difficult to control, but they can be more easily regulated when they are
made conscious. Moreover, society can condition people to think a certain way and associate
specific things with different races and classes. Most existent biases are also influenced by the
environment in which people live, and it is difficult to remove people’s biases resulting from
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societal influences like stereotyping (Ruhl, 2020).
Implicit Bias Paradigm
The theory of implicit bias is one of the leading approaches to improving the negative
implications of racial disparities and disproportionate sentencing. Byrne and Tanesini (2015)
explained that stereotypical representations and attitudes are both automatic and unconscious,
and awareness-raising along with cultural competence training alone will not constrain the
initiation of these processes or mitigate their effects on behaviors. Therefore, a complex process
of intervention change is needed to address the automatic response to implicit biases that exist
correctly. A fundamental problem is that individuals may become exhausted trying to explain to
others how they should be treated fairly and equitably. Public discussions about race are often
uncomfortable, tense, and with drawbacks, and people who raise questions about racial issues are
often met with denial and dismissal (Russell-Brown, 2018). Additionally, the Sentencing Project
(2020) found that jury members’ conception of appropriate punishment differed along racial
lines in cases with Black defendants and White victims. White jurors strongly preferred death,
and Black jurors strongly favored life in prison.
Using the framework of the implicit bias theory, Fridell and Lim (2016) reviewed 1,846
use-of-force incidents from law enforcement agencies to determine whether implicit bias was
racially motivated. Their results revealed that the implicit bias perspective was consistent and
used to predict the impact of crime in neighborhoods and the relationship between race and the
use of force (Fridell & Lim, 2016). The study successfully determined the responsiveness of
counter-bias theories to analyze and understand racial aspects in society. For this reason, the Air
Force should emphasize implicit bias training as a tool to reduce the excessive punishment of
Black Airmen.
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It is possible for the Air Force to build an equitable culture. By building upon
transparency, commanders may focus on actions and tasks that can build relationships and foster
genuine trust (Stubbendorff & Overstreet, 2019). Overcoming the influences of implicit bias on
organizational culture can be difficult, and most attempts to change the culture may ultimately
fail. This can be due to the narrow perspectives of leaders to establish and exert positive
influences to change organizational climates and disproportionately punish Airmen. RussellBrown (2018) explained that implicit racial bias is another road that leads to racial inequities in
policing practices, court processes, and correctional treatment. Russell-Brown (2018) also
suggested that implicit biases can lead individuals to misperceive reality and varying aspects
differently than they actually are, such as attaching increased muscularity to a Black person
compared with a White person. There is still much to process concerning how the degree to
which implicit bias could lead to harmful outcomes. However, collective data can expand the
appropriate response actions to address intervention methods better.
The Air Force continues to push diversity standards in recruitment (Pettway, 2021;
Oprihory, 2021). On January 11, 2021, the Air Force officially launched its Office of Diversity
and Inclusion (Oprihory, 2021). According to Oprihory (2021), the mission of the Office of
Diversity and Inclusion is to target potentially offensive heraldry, honors, and new disciplinary
data tracking requirements. Growing diversity in Air Force organizations allows for different
perspectives. Different stereotypes are closely associated with one’s perception of others (Ruhl,
2020). People in positions of command and authority may issue harsher punishment due to their
perception of the individual involved. Visual stimuli and representation build personal
perspectives and contribute to implicit racial bias (Russell-Brown, 2018). As implicit bias
persists, the adverse effects thereof also grow (Qian et al., 2019). Negative stimuli must thus be
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distinguished at lower thresholds than stimuli deemed irrelevant, and likewise, attention should
be focused on relevant stimuli and away from irrelevant stimuli (Russell-Brown, 2018).
The Air Force’s System of Justice
Air Force members may be disciplined by administrative means to correct and punish
misconduct which includes actions that consist of Letters of Counseling, Letters of
Admonishment, and Letters of Reprimand, in order of severity (Secretary of the Air Force
Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The severity of punishment may be related to factors that have
nothing to do with the crime itself when implicit bias is involved in the decision-making process.
The amount of time a member has served in the Air Force is also a factor in the determination of
punishment, and in many cases, military tenure has prevented a member from receiving
punishment for crimes. In contrast, in the cases presented by Christensen and Wells (2020), the
Airmen involved were issued excessive punishment, some even despite their performance and
service record.
The statistics presented by Christensen and Wells (2020) illustrated a compelling
perspective; they provided historical evidence of racial disparity in sentencing and nonjudicial
punishment. Using the Rates Per Thousand (RPT) methodology, the Secretary of the Air Force
Inspector General’s Office (2021) found that an average of 6.1 Airmen per thousand were
subjects of an AFOSI investigation between 2015–2019. Black Airmen had the highest case rate
and appeared as subjects of AFOSI investigations at 10 RPT, 64% higher than the average rate
(Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Many of the societal impacts of
racial disparities are intertwined in Air Force culture. Breen and Johnson (2018) explained that
officers are the decision-makers in the court-martial process, and specific types of punishment
decisions are unavailable for officers based on rank. The Air Force criminal justice legal
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structure consequently promotes differential treatment based on rank, given that the officer label
has positive character traits, such as being honorable, well-mannered, and disciplined (Breen &
Johnson, 2018). Institutional racism can be translated into subtle forms of discrimination that
privilege White people over non-Whites and can be purposeful, conscious, unconscious, and
actualized even by well-intended individuals (DeMatthews et al., 2017).
Commander’s Punishment Determination
The military is fundamentally different from the traditional American justice system. The
military has jurisdiction over a service member, as opposed to the member being subject to the
local court system (MCM, 2019). Elsea and Gaffney (2020) explained that, unlike civilian
criminal jurisdiction, which is dependent on the location where the alleged crime occurred,
military jurisdiction is specific to the person, not the place. Therefore, any Air Force member on
active duty is subject to the UCMJ, no matter where they are located (MCM, 2019). When a
servicemember has allegedly committed an offense, the accused’s immediate commander will
conduct a preliminary inquiry (MCM. 2019). This inquiry may encompass an examination of the
charges, which differs in length and scope depending on the offense alleged and the case's
complexity, and include an investigative report or summary of expected evidence (MCM. 2019;
Elsea & Gaffney, 2020). Even though Airmen can demand trial by court-martial and the
immediate right to appeal nonjudicial punishment to higher levels of command authority, this
right still remains a crucial decision that may be a gamble. Also, the congressional mandates of
the UCMJ leave few checks on the commander’s discretion regarding nonjudicial punishment.
Discrimination in the military justice process can be unintended and can occur at any
point. Implicit bias may also impact whether someone perceives discrimination, and attitudes
may further moderate relationships between racial discrimination and mental health outcomes
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(Chae et al., 2017). Arguments that favor the military justice system and nonjudicial punishment
contend that the system maintains the military structure and that the use of discretionary
authority is critical to effective leadership (Schlueter & Schenck 2020). The military justice
system aims to enable good order and discipline in the armed forces, promote justice, encourage
efficiency and effectiveness in the military establishment, and uphold the national security of the
US (Breen & Johnson, 2018).
Widespread support is needed at the congressional level to create a number of
reformative actions structured to reduce the punitive effect of racial disparity regarding excessive
punishment. For this reason, change may be necessary, as the process has been in place since the
initiation of the military justice system, and the system produces a disproportionate rate of Black
punishment. The military court system delivers a thought-provoking opportunity to observe the
interplay between formal legal rules and informal normative effects because military courts are
characterized by unique legal structures and a distinctive organizational court culture (Breen &
Johnson, 2018). After a court-martial conviction, the commander who convened the offender’s
court-martial has the responsibility to review the results, consider post-trial clemency matters
that the member submitted, and determine whether to approve the findings of the court and the
sentence (MCM, 2019).
Many different punishments issued by commanders can make life intolerable for Airmen.
Ill-equipped and poorly trained commanders can engage in harassing behavior targeted at
specific people through the threat of possible punishment by nonjudicial action. Stereotypes
criminalizing Black Americans are interconnected, with research suggesting that criminal justice
officials hold many of the same racial stereotypes as the general public (Peterson & Omori,
2020). Racial-ethnic stereotypes can also influence discretionary differentiation (Peterson &
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Omori, 2020). The concept of discretionary differentiation relates to an individual’s ability to
deliver impartiality in decision-making equally.
Article 15—Nonjudicial Punishment
Article 15 differs from a court-martial; it allows commanding officers to discipline
Airmen without the formal judicial process (MCM, 2019). Ziezulewicz (2018) contends that
administrative discipline is bureaucratically easier and less time-consuming than traditional
UCMJ measures to punish misconduct. The consideration of consequences is not rooted in legal
precedence, and commanders can make decisions they feel are adequate for the wrongdoing
instead of applying judicial standards for punishments. When issuing disciplinary actions for
infractions, commanders weigh options and review the details of the situation that led to the
option of considering nonjudicial punishment (Elsea & Gaffney, 2020). Commanders essentially
provide their best judgment for disposing of crimes with limited safeguards to the Airmen
involved. Airmen who are offered Article 15 may not understand the extent of the consequences
for their misconduct once they accept punishment by this method.
The military justice system is based on the military rank and status of the offender.
Military rank is negatively related to sentence severity; officers, on average, receive lesser
sentences than enlisted members (Breen & Johnson, 2018). Article 15 punishment is intended to
emphasize corrective actions. Also, punishment is intended to recognize wrongdoings resulting
from intentional noncompliance with military standards (Elsea & Gaffney, 2020). However,
Schlueter (2013) found that most punishments were due to Airmen’s forgetfulness, inattention to
instruction, immaturity, and ignorance of standards rather than intentional noncompliance. Much
of the reinforcement of the punishment is based on the notion that corrective action can build a
competent Airman (Schlueter & Schenck, 2020). The Air Force has disproportionately imposed
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these actions on Black Airmen and levied heavy sanctions on them (Christensen & Wells, 2020).
These actions are often difficult to overcome, and many Airmen are separated from the service as
a result of the punishment imposed by article 15. According to the Inspector General Department
of the Air Force (2020), Black enlisted members were consistently overrepresented by about
50% in administrative discharges in comparison to the rest of the active duty enlisted force. For
Black enlisted Airmen, the top three reasons for administrative discharges were: discharge in lieu
of courts-martial, unsatisfactory performance, and misconduct (The Inspector General
Department of the Air Force, 2020).
Schlueter (2013) explained that court-martial charges against military members usually
end in plea bargaining between the commander and the offender, and a guilty plea is entered in
return. The Air Force’s practice of permitting guilty pleas through plea bargaining allows the
system, with minimal administrative difficulty, to assign guilt, sentence the member, and send a
clear message to others in the unit that certain conduct is not tolerated (Schlueter, 2013). The
Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office (2021) suggested that an inherent bias is
likely built into the system in more ways than solely regarding racial outcomes. Racial disparities
were also present in retention, accessions, professional military education, promotions, and
leadership (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021).
There is a distinction between discipline and abuse of power in the military, and
castigating Airmen based on personal biases can lead to a destructive organizational climate.
Senior Air Force leaders seek to identify inequality and racial discrimination in the service
(Losey, 2020). The process for change must be collective, and the responsibility lies at every
level. However, Air Force and congressional leaders carry the responsibility for enacting policy
to identify racial disparities that must be stamped out. The commonly imposed punishment for
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offenses in the military is also less established because military commanders are the key
decision-makers, rank differences among court actors hamper interactions, and regular personnel
rotations and deployments create workgroup instability (Breen & Johnson, 2018).
Reported cases of racism in the military are well documented, and one of the most
historic military academic institutions, Virginia Military Institute, has had several allegations of
racism and disproportionate punishment in cases that involved racism. According to a report by
the Washington Post (2020), a White student at the Institute stated that he would lynch a Black
student and use his corpse as a punching bag; the school administration determined the offense
worthy of the White student being suspended. While Black students caught in less egregious lies
have been expelled from the school, the student was not dismissed despite him initially denying
the statement, which is a strict violation of the code prohibiting lying (The Washington Post,
2020).
Building Competence in the Discipline Process
A key objective for Air Force leaders is to build cultural competencies that focus on
rooting out systemic and institutional bias and discrimination (The Inspector General Department
of the Air Force, 2020). Cultural competence encompasses attitudes, behaviors, and policies that
can come together on a continuum that will guarantee that the Air Force can function efficiently
and properly in diverse cultural interactions and settings (Green-Moton & Minkler, 2019). If
commanders determine punishment with unknown implicit bias, they are likely to have a lack of
awareness that corresponds to the determination of punishment disproportionately affecting those
who fit within the scope of their particular bias. In this regard, commanders who practice cultural
humility can expand their awareness of their perceptions and biases and learn how to overcome
them (Lane, 2019).
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Commanders may be unconscious of their own biases regarding race, and implicit
attitudes may create an additional factor distinct from more conscious processes involved in
reports of racial identity (Chae et al., 2017). Furthermore, for leaders to make decisions that are
fully rational and coherently relevant to the wrongdoing in question, they must have knowledge
of all conceivable alternatives. However, attaining complete knowledge is near impossible, and
command authorities must hence try to reduce uncertainty by trusting in rationality that is the
product of self-awareness and ethical social structure. In this regard, refined procedures and
implicit bias training may contribute to ethical and bias-free decision-making.
Evidence-Based Improvements
Society is highly complex. For this reason, individuals comprehend events that occur in
society differently. This complexity also translates into the military justice framework.
Researcher–policymaker/practitioner partnerships (RPP) are emerging as a promising best
practice within translational criminology to improve criminal justice processes (Blomberg et al.,
2021). RPPs are collaborative relationships between agencies or programs and a research partner
and can be a useful tool to translate research findings into the applicable policy (Blomberg et al.,
2021). These collaborative efforts can be critical to improving the military justice process and
bridging internal and external Air Force partnerships to reduce implicit bias. Pettus (2021)
contends that involving justice-involved individuals and criminal justice professionals in the
solution-generating process can change the organizational culture, promote equity, and disrupt
bias.
The culture in the military can entail an ongoing process of building shared meaning and
is represented by beliefs, shared ideas, teamwork, attitudes, uniformity, anonymity, and a
workplace that acknowledges that the command’s goals are always placed ahead of any one

60
individual’s goals (Foronda et al., 2018). Therefore, a collective goal that does not oppress any
group or person is essential. Moreover, the findings from the Secretary of the Air Force Inspector
General’s Office (2021) cannot be continually eschewed by Air Force leadership, and wellprepared responses for curbing the effects of implicit racial biases must occur immediately
throughout the service.
The level of incarceration in the Air Force is proportionate to the rest of the US. Dial and
Walker (2020) stated that just like the nation, the Air Force has a subculture that hinders Black
Airmen in two ways: for every issue that White Airmen have, Black Airmen have two, and for
every advocate that Black Airmen have, White Airmen have two (Dial & Walker, 2020). Across
several stages of the Air Force criminal justice system, there are reports of implicit bias and
findings that correspond to excessive punishment of Black Airmen (The Inspector General
Department of the Air Force, 2020). The Air Force must be able to develop a culture that is
conscientious of implicit bias. In addition, punishment must be consistent and equitable for all
Airmen regardless of race. The military justice statistics send a clear message that everyone is
not treated the same. Once racial minorities enter the system, they continue to be confronted with
racial bias at every stage of litigation, with this bias influencing all the principal actors in a trial,
namely prosecutors, juries, the defense counsel, and judges (The Sentencing Project, 2020).
Although formal fairness in the system should be an automatic outcome, Black Airmen are
overwhelmingly and disproportionately punished more severely (Christensen & Wells, 2020).
A compounding problem is that once the punishment has been handed out by either a
commander or a formal court, it can be a significant setback to many Airmen’s careers and even
their freedom (Christensen & Wells, 2020). When heritage and culture in the military potentially
allow implicit racial biases to be unmonitored and unrestrained, they can lead to challenges for
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Airmen. Diversity can be influential in eliminating this bias in decision-making. For example,
juries that consist of White males almost always vote unanimously in favor of the White person,
even in cases where the Black person is an apparent victim (Neely & Cillo, 2020; Neville et al.,
2016). The American Civil Liberties Union (2021) found that in cases where there was no Black
person in the jury pool, Black defendants were convicted at an 81% rate, while white defendants
were convicted at a 66% rate. Additionally, when the jury pool included at least one Black juror,
conviction rates were almost identical: 71% for Black defendants and 73% for White defendants
(American Civil Liberties Union, 2021).
The Air Force leaders can positively change the criminal justice process and eliminate
many of the racial disparities in the system, improving the lives of thousands of Airmen. Many
of the avenues for doing so may be difficult; however, the majority of the problems that exist for
Black Airmen—and all Airmen for that matter—are the Air Forces’ responsibility, and it has an
obligation to take care of the people who serve. Air Force leaders are morally obligated to take
affirmative steps to remove racial disparities in the justice system. Acknowledging both
conscious and unconscious bias can result in meaningful change and could be the first approach.
Many individuals are not even aware that their implicit bias and dependence on stereotypes
affect their decisions due to cultural-societal influences (Lane, 2019). Service members are as
prone to this unawareness as any other member of society (Losey, 2020). Effective training can
reinforce the Air Force institution and create an environment built on respect for others and selfawareness. Air Force leaders can prevent future military injustice by displaying commitment to
ensure the service is inclusive and prepared to address disproportionate punishment that affects
Black Airmen.
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Summary
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the implicit bias,
disproportionate commander-imposed punishment, and excessive judicial sentencing of junior
ranking Black Airmen from grades E-1 through E-4 who previously served on active duty in the
U.S. Air Force. Black Airmen are over 72% more likely to be punished by military court-martial
or nonjudicial punishment, even though they only make up 18% of the force. The implicit bias
theory was introduced to evaluate the excessive rate of punishment imposed on Black Airmen.
Implicit bias is a set of negative beliefs or associations about a specific racial group that one
holds without awareness, and while one would not consciously endorse this bias, it results in
discriminatory behavior (Kovera, 2019). The refinement of the military justice system is a
considerable undertaking, but it is necessary to create an inclusive environment built on trust and
accountability. Those who feel targeted or excessively punished and those who witness such
actions lose trust in the system, leading to other detrimental service effects. The data indicates
that the Air Force consistently produces a disproportionate level of punishment in its justice
system and the apparent racial disparities in punishment. The inequalities that exist may result
from implicit bias and an insufficient response to address these issues adequately. Air Force
officials have acknowledged that they will hone current training to address the systemic
problems related to bias and cultural sensitivity and find ways to diversify the service. The Air
Force launched several investigations as a result of the many disparity-related findings. There
are limited research efforts within the context of the Air Force’s criminal justice process that
includes veterans' experiences. This study also sought to fill gaps in the related literature to
capture the implicit bias of commanders and veterans following nonjudicial punishment.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand whether implicit bias
influenced disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen
(from grades E1–E4) who previously served on active duty. This study aimed to provide
comprehensive research by utilizing qualitative sampling strategies. This research approach
helped determine if implicit bias plays a role in Black Airmen being disproportionately subjected
to nonjudicial punishment. Additionally, an examination of the assumptions of the implicit bias
theory and its intersection with commanders’ decision-making aided in focusing reformative
measures for the Air Force’s nonjudicial disciplinary process. The study results attempted to
provide support for existing research to build more confidence in the nonjudicial process.
Furthermore, the research aimed to bring more awareness to commanders’ disciplinary actions
and implicit bias. Thus, providing a framework for examining commander perception and
decision-making to reasonably determine punishment severity between White and Black Airmen.
Design
Phenomenological research systematically and attentively reflects on lived experiences
(Alase, 2017). Therefore, this qualitative study utilized a phenomenological approach to gain
insight into the shared experiences of Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in
the grades of E1–E4 and was subjected to nonjudicial punishment. Phenomenological research
allows the researcher to present raw descriptions given by research participants and set aside
their interpretations (Lipscomb et al., 2019; Keshavarz, 2020). This approach was appropriate
because it allowed the researcher to focus data collection efforts on the research participants and
disassociate their own perceptions and perspectives. Phenomenological research is also
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beneficial because it provides a profound and detailed understanding of a single phenomenon
because it draws on experience from multiple individuals who have experienced that
phenomenon (Regoli, 2017; Lipscomb et al., 2019; Keshavarz, 2020). This qualitative study,
using the phenomenological approach, was selected to frame the human experiences of 16
research participants through surveys, interviews, analytical memoing, coding, and data analysis.
Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that was uniquely positioned to
support this study. Phenomenology is defined as an approach to research that aims to explain the
essence of a phenomenon by exploring it from the perspective of those who have experienced it
(Neubauer et al., 2019). Incorporating a qualitative research design is helpful when attempting to
explain, plan, and set the foundation of the research and connect the theoretical concepts to the
research question, data collection methods, and data analysis (Ravitch & Mittenfelner, 2020). In
addition, linking the assumptions of the implicit bias theory with a phenomenological approach
assists with articulating common experiences to generate themes. Creswell and Poth (2018)
contended that phenomenology is more than just a basic description of a phenomenon; rather, it
requires the researcher to interpret the meaning of the lived experiences through deeper
understanding. Therefore, the analytical interpretation of shared Air Force veteran experiences
provides an objective examination of similarities within the nonjudicial punishment process. This
approach better helped the research explore implicit bias and understand some mental processes
during commander-imposed nonjudicial punishment.
The phenomenological approach is based on examining the most complex aspects of
human life, which are beyond the quantifiable aspects (Fuster Guillen, 2019; Gill, 2020,
Keshavarz, 2020). Thus, this is the reason a quantitative approach was not sufficient for this
research focus, and a qualitative approach was chosen. The ability to gain more context through
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a qualitative methodology involves the use of focus groups, interviews, and research surveys
which aid in the exploration of more complex concepts that extend beyond the generalized
closed-ended style of questioning. The appeal of the phenomenological method lies in its
promise as a science of being (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The purpose of exploring lived
experience is to assess these experiences taken for granted and reveal new or neglected meanings
(Keshavarz, 2020), thus gaining a deeper penetration into the reality of research participants
(VanScoy & Evenstad, 2015).
Hermeneutic and transcendental are two of the most commonly used phenomenological
research approaches (Neubauer et al., 2019; Dangal & Joshi, 2020). Yee (2018) described
transcendental phenomenology as an examination of subjects' consciousness with the primary
aim of gaining a clear and undistorted description of people’s intentional consciousness. A
hermeneutic approach was selected because it provided an interpretive method to evaluate lived
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Gorichanaz (2017) explained that the hermeneutic
approach begins empirically and gets to the very essence of the phenomena by first considering
the outward manifestation of it in order to demonstrate the relationships between the elements
involved. Additionally, the exploration through a hermeneutic approach provides a detailed, rich,
and coherent account of experiences (Gorichanaz, 2017). Therefore, a hermeneutic approach was
sufficient to systemically investigate the experiences of Air Force veterans and gather data for an
interpretative phenomenological analysis.
Keshavarz (2020) contended that researchers tend to explain events in nature, but they
seek to understand humans. Hence, to understand humans, the researcher must immerse
themselves in the inner spirits and emotions of researched individuals when the explanation is
causal and deals with objective issues (Keshavarz, 2020). An adequate design can help build
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comprehensive research and assimilate concepts and theories into the context of the research
study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Therefore, examining first-hand Air Force veteran experiences
through a hermeneutic phenomenological lens was most appropriate. Hermeneutic
phenomenology is a common approach to assessing human social issues because it attempts to
discover the meaning that cannot be described immediately (Keshavarz, 2020). The data
collection process begins with the research question, which helps set the study's tone and focuses
the investigative efforts to establish distinctive patterns and significant relationships in the
context of the research data.
Research Questions
For this qualitative phenomenological study, the following research questions were posed
as a central focus for the research:
RQ1. How do Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–
E4 and were subjected to nonjudicial punishment describe their experiences regarding
commander’s behavior and implicit bias?
RQ2. How can implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial
stereotypes and cognitive schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment?
Setting
The chosen setting for this study is the U.S. National Capital Region (NCR). This region
encompasses the District of Columbia; Prince Georges and Montgomery Counties in Maryland;
Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William Counties in Virginia; and all cities and towns
included within the outer boundaries of the foregoing counties (Code of Federal Regulations,
2022). This metropolitan area is also informally known as the DMV (D.C., Maryland, and
Virginia) and has two Air Force Installations: Joint Base Andrews and Joint Base Anacostia-
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Bolling. In addition, the U.S. Department of Defense and Headquarters Air Force is located at
the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia. There is a high veteran population that works and resides in
the NCR. Thus, this location was sufficient due to the geographic concentration of military
veterans and the region’s notability with high-level military operations. According to the U.S.
Department of Veteran Affairs (2021), the NCR has more than 1 million veterans in the area, and
Virginia alone has the second-highest veteran density per capita. There is a 7.8% population with
veteran status, approximately 10% higher than the overall rate in the US (U.S. Census Bureau,
2019). According to Data USA (2019), there are 6.28 million people located in the NCR, with
1.8 times more Non-Hispanic White residents. There are 2.81 million more Non-Hispanic
Whites in the NCR than any other race or ethnicity. Additionally, there are 1.56 million Black
Americans that live in the NCR (Data USA, 2019).
Participants
The participants for this research study are Black and White male Air Force veterans who
previously served on active duty in the grades of E1–E4 and were subjected to nonjudicial
punishment. The participants must have served on active duty between 2012–2019, which
reflects the period data was collected and analyzed by the Air Force’s 2020 Independent Racial
Disparity Review released in December 2020. The Research participants also include Air Force
veteran field grade officers (FGO) who served as unit commanders and imposed nonjudicial
punishment on Black and/or White Airmen in the grades of E1–E4. Qualitative researchers must
initially determine the participant sample size in their research to satisfy ethics committees, grant
proposals, and/or funding agencies (Young & Casey, 2019). For this reason, purposeful and
snowball sampling is used to obtain research participants for this study. Prescreening all selected
participants helped to reduce bias in the sample population because the snowball sampling
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method assisted in obtaining additional participants from the perspective of all participants, not
solely those who felt their punishment was a result of implicit bias. The preliminary screening
activity sought to identify those who were imposed nonjudicial punishment. Once included in the
study, the research aimed to understand their experiences and whether implicit bias was a
perceived factor in their punishment decision or not.
Purposeful sampling is a type of non-probability sampling and a deliberate method for
selecting research participants (Bhardwaj, 2019; Taherdoost, 2016). This sampling procedure is
relevant because a unique demographic and specific sub-group of veterans was needed to
represent the research intent. In the framework of non-probabilistic sampling, the possibility of
selecting the required individuals from the target population is null (Martínez-Mesa et al., 2016).
Therefore, a specific sampling procedure was necessary to identify participants with shared
experiences in the military justice system.
The overall intent of qualitative sampling is to recruit adequate research participants
and/or observations that deliver in-depth data and rich analysis to understand the phenomenon
studied (Hennink et al., 2019). With snowball sampling, the researcher selects an initial group of
participants; then, those participants recommend potential members with similar qualifications to
take part in the study (Martínez-Mesa, 2016). Snowball sampling was appropriate because it is
necessary to gain a specific characteristic of research participants who share a common
experience within the Air Force. Therefore, utilizing a snowball sampling method, initially
selected participants were able to identify additional research participants. I employed purposeful
sampling to identify initial participants for this study. During the initial screening, I employed
snowball sampling and attempted to obtain additional participants by asking participants to
identify other veterans who met the research criteria.

69
According to Vasileiou et al. (2018), a sample size should be large enough to adequately
describe the phenomenon of interest and address the posed research questions. At the same time,
a large sample size risks having repetitive data (Vasileiou et al., 2018). Hennink and Kaiser
(2022) conducted a systematic review of empirical tests that showed most datasets reached
saturation between 9 and 17 interviews, with a mean of 12–13 interviews, despite using different
approaches to assess saturation. In addition, data saturation occurs when the researcher finds no
additional or new information that correlates to the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Therefore,
within this phenomenological study, the sample size consisted of 16 research participants to
coincide with the data saturation analysis conducted by Hennink and Kaiser (2022).
The sample size is separated into two categories: 1) 12 prior-enlisted veterans, grades
E1–E4, and 2) four veteran FGO commanders. Demographic requirements for the enlisted
participant group were limited to Black and White males. The selection of Black and White
males represented the primary racial groups with the largest gap in disciplinary action and
severity in the Air Force. Additionally, this selection of participants provided an opportunity to
show a comparison of veteran experiences that are unique to each specific racial demographic.
The purpose of selecting White commanders is based on implicit bias assumptions and
correlates to the social dynamics in the federal judicial system external to the military. According
to the U.S. Sentencing Commission (2017), federal judges impose sentences on White men that
are 19% shorter than the sentences they give Black men who commit similar crimes. The
commission also found that judges are less likely to cut Black males a break than White males
when utilizing discretion when sentencing guidelines are not applicable (Sentencing
Commission, 2017). White male offenders received sentences that were 7.9% shorter than those
imposed on Black offenders (Sentencing Commission, 2017). In addition, 21.2% of Black males
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were less likely to get their sentences reduced under the judge’s discretion than White males
(Sentencing Commission, 2017). In the federal court system, 73% of judges are White, and 67%
of all judges are male (American Constitution Society, 2021). Similarly, 82% of squadron and
group commanders are male, with White officers overrepresented in squadron, group, and wing
commander positions (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Among all
active-duty officers, an average of 78% are White, and 80% are male (Secretary of the Air Force
Inspector General’s Office, 2021). Therefore, White males represented the focus of participants
in commander roles for this research study.
Procedures
Prior to any data collection efforts, an Institutional Review Board (IRB) application was
submitted for approval to Liberty University. Once the IRB application was approved, the data
collection and analysis process commenced. In addition, research participants were recruited via
social media platforms (Facebook and LinkedIn), previous Air Force coworkers, and
acquaintances. A screening activity determined eligibility to attain the required number of
prospective participants. Due to COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, there were some limitations
regarding in-person recruitment and participant suitability screening. Therefore, the researcher
screened potential participants over the phone or through video conferencing. A survey (see
Appendix D) was used to assess participant eligibility for this study. Included in the survey was
the consent (see Appendix C), which included the following: a statement that defines the nature
of the research, research significance, and minimum qualifications necessary for participation in
the research.
When participant criteria were met, the selected participants provided consent for
participation in accordance with Liberty University’s informed consent policy. Also, participants
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were advised of any known risks that could be expected, their voluntary right to withdraw from
the study at any time, and the steps taken to protect their identity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To
protect participant privacy, no names or identifying information were used in the study. Official
e-mail invites were sent to research participants regarding official selection, and feedback
regarding the study’s outcome was provided to participants. The primary data collection method
was open-ended interview questions, and analytical memoing gathered through in-person, phone,
and online video communication networks, e.g., Microsoft Teams and Zoom. Thus, a semistructured interview format provided a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon
by employing a hermeneutic approach, the art of understanding, and the theory of interpretation
(Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021), to gain insight into personal experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Gill,
2020).
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), to gain support from participants, a qualitative
researcher has to explain the purpose of the study and must not engage in deceptive behavior
regarding the nature of the study. All data collected during the study is electronically
safeguarded through password-protected devices. A master list of different types of information
gathered was developed in order to protect the anonymity of participants and stored separately
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study aimed to understand implicit bias and excessive punishment
through a qualitative approach emphasizing the importance of the researcher’s role through the
emergent exploration of shared veteran experiences.
The Researcher’s Role
Creating an environment suitable for meaningful participant engagement was the initial
step in this data collection process. In order to gain the targeted data without negative influence,
trust must be established between the researcher and the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Therefore, as the investigator, the focus was to establish a rapport with participants, collect and
analyze data, promote integrity in the study, and interpret research outcomes. According to
Keshavarz (2020), a hermeneutic phenomenology emphasizes the researcher’s role in the
direction of the study and the representation of the data. Phenomenological research methods are
essential to empirical approaches in psychology, social, and health sciences that focus on lived
experiences, the voices of individuals who share an experienced phenomenon, and the meaning
of a specific phenomenon (Bartholomew et al., 2020). To this end, it was appropriate to employ
this approach to explore the excessive punishment of Black Airmen to identify themes and causal
relationships during data analysis.
I served as the primary data collector and sought to interpret the shared experiences of
Air Force veterans and their observational awareness of a commander’s behavior and perceived
implicit bias. The integrity of the study and the protection of the research participants are the
main goals of the researcher. Blaikie (2018) posed that the researcher’s task is to discover social
phenomena, interpret that meaning to produce translatable descriptions, then build social
scientific constructions into the technical language of social science. As the researcher, I ensured
participants were selected that provided a range of viewpoints from within the parameters of the
pre-screening survey. The sampling methods aided in providing an array of views and
experiences that gave meaning to, illuminated, and helped explain the phenomenon in this study
(Conlon et al., 2020).
Data Collection
Participants were recruited to provide their unique experiences associated with the
military justice system. Thus, the data collection method of this research was critical because the
information obtained helped examine disproportionate excessive nonjudicial punishment in the
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Air Force. A phenomenological approach was applied to the collection method and conducted
through a hermeneutic methodology. Using a hermeneutic approach in this study provided an
interpretive evaluation of the shared experiences of research participants. In addition, this
approach assisted in developing a deeper investigation into nonjudicial punishment by applying
elaborative questioning in interviews (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021). Also, incorporating a
hermeneutic approach aimed to highlight the experience under exploration as close as possible to
how it was lived by the participant (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021). Questions that spark quick
reactions and identify stereotypes, such as their perception of others, were critical to evaluating
implicit biases (Taylor et al., 2019). Nonverbal communication was a part of the interview
process as well, and participants were asked about specific gestures or cues that were seen to
help elaborate on their experiences. In this study, gaining access to materials ahead of time,
defining clear inclusion or exclusion criteria based on the purpose of the data, and allotting
adequate time for review and synthesis aided in mitigating potential challenges (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
There is also an investigative relationship between the research questions and purpose
statement, and the design of the research positively influenced the level of content analysis and
provided insight into critical observations of previous relevant research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The interview questions provided a descriptive basis for the research objective and
conceptualized the research exploration. This study employed data collection methods to
coincide with the hermeneutic approach in qualitative research. The methods employed were
surveys, semi-structured interviews, open-ended questioning, and analytical memos that assisted
with achieving data saturation.
Survey
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Surveys are useful when accessing a large number of research participants and asking
standardized questions (Jain, 2021). Therefore, a survey was provided to participants to collect
qualitative data regarding veteran experiences and demographic information. A combination of
open-ended and close-ended questions was utilized to gain feedback from participants and recall
their specific occurrences while serving in the Air Force. All open-ended questions share some
similarities as they do not prescribe how the respondent should answer beyond the specific
instructions or question phrasing (Rouder et al., 2021). I sent the survey (see Appendix B) to
participants via e-mail to complete prior to conducting interview sessions. After each participant
completed the survey, I contacted participants to coordinate a time to conduct interviews.
Interviews
A qualitative research interview attempts to understand the world from the research
participants' point of view to discover the meaning of their experiences and uncover their lived
world (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews were conducted with Air Force veterans, E1–E4, to
gather information concerning their observational awareness of implicit bias when nonjudicial
punishment was imposed. In addition, veteran FGO commanders were included in the participant
sample to assess their awareness of implicit bias in the decision-making process when they
determine Airmen punishment. The scripted questions were intended to capture the experience in
both demographics; however, some questions are unique to each category of participants (see
Table 1). These interview questions sought to collect data using predetermined questions. These
interview questions assisted in producing detailed participant experiences regarding excessive
punishment of Black Airmen and implicit bias as well as experiences of White Airmen. Also,
the questions attempted to identify methods that are effective in reducing implicit bias by
identifying best institutional practices and gaps in Air Force programs that educate commanders
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on implicit bias. Also, the interview questions attempted to gather detailed data and document
participants' accounts, perceptions, or stories about attitudes toward certain situations or
phenomena (Paradis et al., 2016).
Once interview participants were identified, an introductory e-mail invitation was sent to
participants containing a thorough introduction of the research topic and the researcher. I ensured
participants were informed of the details of the research study and what to expect during the
interview sessions. In addition, the email allowed the participant to schedule an interview with
me based on pre-determine time slots. Interview questions were sent to participants prior to
conducting the interviews to allow time for the participants to write in responses and permit time
for them to assess and reflect on the posed questions. This method of scheduling ensured that
participants could provide in-depth answers to the interview questions and provide participants
the time to analyze the questions. Once meeting times were selected, additional information was
sent to participants via email, identifying the time, date, location, or online meeting link
information. Also, details concerning the research session, phone numbers, and interview
locations were provided to all participants.
In the current social environment, certain safety measures have been put in place during
the COVID-19 pandemic, which impacts how researchers conduct interviews and incorporate
virtual methods (Self, 2021). Therefore, the primary method of interviews was virtual. A
Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to maintain a system of record of email notifications and
correspondence sent to research participants. During the interviews, participant responses were
audio-recorded and documented in the researcher’s field notes. Research participant interview
questions were documented on individual questionnaires provided to participants in an e-mail
prior to each interview session.
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Qualitative interviews include hearing the richness of people’s experiences, examining
through layered meaning in context, and identifying shared cultural perceptions (Maxfield &
Babbie, 2017). The interviews were critical to establishing foundational principles of implicit
bias and identifying reformative efforts to reduce the level of excessive punishment Black
Airmen face. Questions were semi-structured and considered the aspects that could limit
effective data collection. Thus, open-ended questions were posed to participants to offer more
depth to the data collection process. Hagaman and Wutich (2016) suggested that researchers
should conduct a minimum of 10 interviews and then evaluate for data saturation; saturation
could be considered reached when three interviews produce no new significant themes.
Therefore, 16 participants were used for data collection. In research ethics, a vital component of

confidentiality involves the responsibility on the part of the researcher to ensure that any use of
information collected from or shared by human subjects respects the dignity and autonomy of the
participant (Bos, 2020). To this end, this study includes research participants that were assigned
fake names or pseudonyms to safeguard their confidentiality and maintain anonymity (Heaton,
2021).
Table 1.
Interview Questions
Interview Questions

Research Question

1. Please tell me about yourself.
2. Describe your overall experience while serving in the Air
Force.

RQ1

3. Tell me about your experience(s) with the military justice
system.

RQ1

4. Implicit bias refers to attitudes or stereotypes that affect our
understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious way,
making them difficult to control. Explain your thoughts on the

RQ1
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connection between implicit bias and nonjudicial punishment.
5. Give an example of when implicit bias may have been
involved in your nonjudicial punishment or potentially
increased the severity of the punishment you received?

RQ1

6. How did implicit bias harm you in your case when
nonjudicial punishment was imposed?

RQ1

7. Describe an experience when you felt you were not able to
receive fair nonjudicial punishment. 7a. Describe an experience
when you may not have been able to apply fair nonjudicial
punishment.

RQ1

8. Provide some examples of racial stereotypes you witnessed
commanders apply in their interactions with Black Airmen. 8a.
Provide examples of racial stereotypes you applied as a
commander to your interactions with Black Airmen.

RQ1

9. What measures do you think should be taken to overcome
implicit bias in a commander’s decision-making. 9a. What
measures did you take to overcome implicit bias in nonjudicial
punishment decisions?

RQ2

10. The 2020 Air Force Disparity Review found that Black
Airmen received excessive punishment compared to their White
counterparts. How does that line up with your experience? If it
did happen, how could/should the Air Force handle that?

RQ2

11. Explain the effectiveness of Air Force programs that are
intended to reduce implicit bias in commander decision-making
when imposing nonjudicial punishment.

RQ2

12. Is there any additional information you would like to
provide regarding implicit bias or a punishment disparity
between White and Black Airmen?
13. What questions do you have for me?

The interview questions in Table 1 were a researcher-developed guide into the
experiences of research participants. Preparing an interview guide enables researchers to detect
potential problems during interviews, making them more prepared (Yin, 2018). Questions one
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through three were designed to gain insight into personal perspectives and the participants'
worldviews. These types of interview questions are structured, and purposeful conversations
with the goal of understanding the meaning and experience of the lived world from the
participant's perspective (Roberts, 2020). Questions four through six were grounded in the
implicit bias theory interconnecting the layered perspectives of participants and triggering
reflection to identify recognition of specific experiences. Humans depend on categories and
schema to make sense of the immense quantities of data processed as part of everyday life
(Kempf, 2020). In this regard, a cognitive reflection for participants explores their experiences to
characterize perceived implicit bias practices.
Question seven was attributed to the assumption that implicit bias contributes to the high
rate of punishment imposed on Black Airmen. For this reason, implicit attitudes toward specific
racial groups can unconsciously influence disciplinary decisions (Staats, 2017). Questions eight
through 11 were designed to produce information regarding the nonjudicial punishment process.
Existing literature shows bias can be related to knowledge of the cultural stereotype linking
Blacks with criminality (Kovera, 2019; Levinson et al., 2019). Therefore, it is essential to assess
the level of awareness of stereotypes and their contributions to the nonjudicial punishment
process. In addition, the commander’s culpability in imposing excessive punishment on Black
Airmen was elicited from participants (McDonald et al., 2021). Questions 12 through 13 were
closing questions. These questions allow the participant to contribute additional information after
primary interview questions were given (Roberts, 2020).
Analytical Memos
Memoing is a process where the researcher writes down ideas about the evolving theory
throughout the data procedures in an effort to discover patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Effectively analyzing interview data provided additional observations that were relevant to the
research. Therefore, analytical memos aided in applying analysis to the research participant
interviews and were helpful in critical aspects of the data collection process. Analytical memos
helped the researcher reflect on the coding processes, code choices, how the inquiry process is
taking shape, and developing patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, and concepts in the
research data (Rogers, 2018). For instance, analytical memos can be used to recall key
information from previous interviews and compare specific relations to challenge a set
interpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). It is helpful to produce memos that define the initial
analysis of the data and any emerging interpretations (Lester et al., 2020). Moreover, NVivo 12
was used as a qualitative data analysis application for interviews to help collect, organize, and
analyze the data collected throughout the study.
Data Analysis
There were substantial benefits associated with establishing a solid foundation for
research and attentively developing a data collection process strengthened by adequate analysis.
According to Lester et al. (2020), qualitative data analyses give meaning to a data set with
qualitative data, including a wide range of methodologies. There is an interconnectedness
between data collection and analysis, and a sufficient methodology can create a credible and
substantial focus in the research context. Once the data was organized and transcribed, I
developed familiarity with the collected data (Lester et al., 2020). Thus, analytical memoing was
used to provide an ongoing data analysis process to get familiar with the context of the research
interviews. All of the data collected from each interview and connecting themes helped to
uncover answers to the posed research questions and outline the efforts needed to address the
problem set in this study (Ivan, 2020). NVivo 12 was used as Qualitative Data Analysis Software
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(QDAS). In addition, note-taking material and a digital voice recorder will be used to collect data
during interview sessions.
Transcription
Before transcription is used, researchers must ensure there is a suitable audio recording,
which begins with the interview (McMullin, 2021). This use of audio was a critical aspect of the
transcription process. Therefore, a quiet environment free of background noise or interruptions
was chosen for interview sessions, and the recorder was positioned to capture participant voices
clearly (McMullin, 2021). Simonÿ et al. (2018) contended that the advantage of analyzing data
from participant interviews as one text is the benefit of having units of meaning that encompass
not only what is seen but also what is expressed by body language or tone and how words are
used. In addition, through the structural analysis, it becomes possible to conclude an
interpretation across the text and identify its significance (Simonÿ et al., 2018). Videos were
recorded via Zoom and saved as audio and video file. The conversion of recorded audio material
occurred by using Temi for transcription. Temi is a paid advanced speech-to-text transcription
service. For quality control, I reviewed each interview and made corrections where necessary.
Each interview participant reviewed the transcript for accuracy and concurred with the transcript
prior to data analysis.
Naïve Reading
Simonÿ et al. (2018) explained that naïve reading intends to reach an initial
understanding of the data and identify the meaning of the text as a whole. Hence, naïve reading
will be used following the transcription of the research data. This approach is open-minded, and
the instantaneous impressions—what moves the researcher—are annotated (Simonÿ et al., 2018).
In doing so, the researcher considered neither the research question nor their prior understanding
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to reduce the influences of prior assumptions (Morgan, 2019). A reflexive review of the data
aligned with phenomenological hermeneutical methods helped to enhance understanding.
Memoing
Memoing helps to make sense of the data by tracking the development of ideas
throughout the research process, helping to make sense of the collected data (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Memos are not solely descriptive summaries of data but also an attempt to synthesize
them into higher-level analytic meanings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Hence, memoing served as a
component of deeper data analysis in this study. Memoing played a complementary role to
systematic analysis because it aided in tracking the progress of ideas through the data collection
process (Lester et al., 2020). Incorporating this data collection process enabled more credibility
in the study and outcomes because the qualitative researcher should expect to uncover some
information through informed hunches, intuition, and unexpected occurrences (Creswell and
Poth, 2018). This, in turn, yielded a deeper and more robust explanation of the context, setting,
and research participants (Lester et al., 2020).
Coding Process
Coding is the analytical process of classifying data through grouping and linking similar
pieces of information for the structured presentation of findings that represent the majority of
participant responses effectively without requiring readers to review the complex data scripts or
notes (Moser & Krostjens, 2018). Elliot (2018) suggested that pattern coding is valuable when
the researcher wants to combine material into a smaller number of more meaningful units.
Pattern coding develops meta-codes that recognize similarly coded data by grouping them and
generating major themes (Saldaña, 2016; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2016). The coding process allows
the researcher to understand the world from the shared perspective of the participants (Sutton &
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Austin, 2015). The study used pattern coding to categorize experiences (Akinyode & Khan,
2018) using computer-aided analysis to eliminate errors that could occur if the coding was done
manually (Aldahdouh, 2018).
I utilized inductive coding to better understand the context of the data and developed
descriptive themes from interview transcripts. All initial codes were assigned a label, and further
processes of reduction and interpretation were performed using constant comparison (Marshall,
2019). In addition, NVivo coding was used to help manage the data and reference themes in the
data source drawn from veteran experiences. NVivo coding is a method of qualitative data
analysis that puts emphasis on participants’ spoken words (Manning, 2017; Saldaña, 2016). I
organized and prepared the raw data collected and utilized qualitative analysis software to
support the coding process. NVivo 12 also helped to code the data and examine themes and
patterns once all interviews were transcribed.
Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis is the process of searching for themes and patterns (Glesne, 2016). For
this reason and to build trustworthiness, interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim prior
to coding and analysis (Johnson et al., 2020; Korstjens & Moser, 2020). In addition, thematic
analysis using a coding system helped to organize information in a way that allows researchers to
draw practical and meaningful conclusions from the data (Rouder et al., 2021). A rigorous
thematic analysis can generate trustworthy and insightful findings (Norwell et al., 2017). Thus,
recognizing consistently used words and phrases can present themes and codes in the data
context. In addition, ensuring that the participant interviews were accurately transcribed helped
avoid misrepresenting the data.
Synthesis
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The aim of the synthesis was to develop a new interpretation, or reconceptualization, of
the research phenomenon (Johnson et al., 2020). This research focused on the shared experiences
of Air Force veterans regarding implicit bias in nonjudicial punishment decisions and explored
their observations through a phenomenological hermeneutic approach. Thus, their experiences
were integrated into conceptualized translations with evidence-based processes. The theoretical
assumption interrelates to conceptualized translations, and predominant textual description is
deduced from the data collection process. Synthesizing combined perspectives, assisted with
providing transparency in the study, reduced bias, and added validity to the findings (Soilemezi
& Linceviciute, 2018). To do so, this synthesis occurred through triangulation, participant
debriefing, and coding. Extracting an interpretation from the data through systemic analytical
methods helped to effectively evaluate the study.
Validation
Data triangulation was used to test the validity of the findings through the convergence of
data. Data triangulation is when a researcher uses two or more methods for verification of the
findings and results (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Triangulation
ultimately involves using different data collection methods, different data sources, or multiple
investigators to corroborate evidence for validating the study’s accuracy (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Therefore, the rationale for incorporating this approach was to bring credibility and
validity to the findings in this study by utilizing different methods that produced the same results
(Hammerton & Munafò, 2021). To achieve triangulation, data was collected from semistructured interviews, surveys, analytical memos, and the emergence of themes from participant
responses. In doing so, I aimed to add credibility to this research and authenticate the research
results. In order to validate the data, participants reviewed all information collected during
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interviews to ensure accuracy and verify correctness. Only verified data from participants were
included in the study.
I recognized that I bring bias to this study, and efforts to remove personal biases are
necessary to add validity to the research. Researcher bias relates to the negative influence of the
researcher’s knowledge, or assumptions, of the study, which includes the influence of his or her
assumptions of the design, analysis, or sampling strategy (Kruikow, 2020). I have had different
experiences of implicit bias in the Air Force and have first-hand accounts of the negative effects
of stereotypes applied to Black Airmen during the discipline process. Additionally, I am a Black
Airman and felt that discipline was applied to me through decision-making framed by implicit
bias. To reduce bias in the study, only the accounts of other Airmen were used in the data
collection, and no personal experiences I have undergone were included in this study or the
questioning during the interview process.
Trustworthiness
Qualitative researchers seek trustworthiness in their research by assessing whether their
findings can be trusted (Moser & Krostjens, 2018). According to Stenfors et al. (2020), four
criteria are notably used to appraise the trustworthiness of qualitative research: credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. To achieve trustworthiness in this study, a
clear rationale for research design was provided along with a determination of data saturation,
member checking, persistent observation of study participants, and ethics in the research design
(Johnson et al., 2019). A continual feedback process with research participants occurred to build
plausible interpretations of the data and further confirm research outcomes. The trustworthiness
of the research process was determined by how the researcher used the data to support the main
points and provide a convincing and accurate explanation (Johnson et al., 2020).
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Credibility
It is the utmost responsibility of the researcher to ensure credibility in the research study
and prevent any misrepresentation or bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Credibility is the equivalent
of internal validity in quantitative research and is closely connected with the aspect of truth-value
(Korstjens & Moser, 2017). Specifically, credibility means that there is confidence in the
represented data and the research outcomes. Incorporating computer-aided software and the use
of high-quality audio recorders provided checks on the data collection and coding process.
Additionally, providing detailed descriptions using memoing enriched the data and enabled
detailed information to be gathered. Credibility determines if the research findings represent
credible information collected from the participants’ original data and is a correct interpretation
of the participants’ original perspectives (Korstjens & Moser, 2017).
Dependability and Confirmability
Ravitch and Mittenfelner (2016) described confirmability as the qualitative equivalence
of the quantitative concept of objectiveness with the goal of achieving neutrality and freedom
from personal biases. Building consistency in research findings helps to build confirmability in
the study. Confirmability is the degree to which the research study's findings could be confirmed
by other researchers (Moser & Krostjens, 2018). Setting aside personal bias and acknowledging
negative assumptions enabled a valid interpretation of the data collected. Therefore, establishing
that data and interpretations of the findings are not figments of the researcher’s imagination but
evidently derived from the data is critical (Moser & Krostjens, 2018). Dependability emphasized
stability in findings and involved research participants’ evaluation of the findings, interpretation,
and recommendations of the study such that all are supported by the data as received from
participants of the study (Moser & Krostjens, 2018).
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Transferability
Transferability of a study means another researcher will be able to replicate the study in a
different or similar setting (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moser & Krostjens, 2018). Transferability is
communicated, in some measure, by a description of sampling factors such as the geographical
location of the study, the number and characteristics of participants, and the timeframe of data
collection and analysis (Johnson et al., 2019). The researcher enabled the transferability
judgment by a potential user through thick description and the degree to which the results of
qualitative research can be transferred to other contexts or settings with other participants (Moser
& Krostjens, 2018). Hence, thorough details were provided regarding the study's qualitative
approach and research design.
Ethical Considerations
Liberty University's ethical procedures were followed to ensure ethical standards, and an
IRB application was submitted for approval. Each research participant completed informed
consent forms prior to data collection or interviews. McMullin (2021) argued that researchers
have a specific ethical obligation to ensure that research accurately depicts our participants’ lives
and the organizations with which they are involved. Ethical issues are expected when integrating
people and personal perspectives in any research. Therefore, an accurate representation of
participants and their viewpoints was provided in this research study. In doing so, the researcher
considered issues of consent, confidentiality, privacy, relationships with participants, and
conduct of the researcher (Panel on Research Ethics, 2018).
Summary
The purpose of this phenomenological hermeneutic study was to understand the implicit
bias and disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from
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grades E1–E4 who previously served on active duty in the Air Force. Using a phenomenological
hermeneutic approach, I developed a strategy to explore the lived experiences of Air Force
veterans who imposed nonjudicial punishment. In doing so, in-depth and semi-structured
interviews and surveys were identified as the primary data collection method to develop patterns
and themes to create validity in this qualitative study. I also discussed the data collection process,
analysis, and extensive empirical exploration. Different data collection methods were introduced
to interpret the lived experiences of Air Force veterans from different viewpoints. These methods
included participant interviews and analytical memos to enrich the data collection process. The
aim of the study was to include 16 participants in the interview process to explore their personal
experiences with nonjudicial punishment. These experiences were provided from two vantage
points: Black and White veterans E1–E4 and White FGO commanders. All participants in the
study were initially provided with informed consent forms, debriefed, and provided an
opportunity to ensure the accuracy and correctness of the data collected. Additionally,
understanding that I have biases that could potentially influence the study’s validity, emphasis
was placed on reducing bias and building trustworthiness in the research. Therefore, efforts were
addressed to reduce the level of potential bias and aimed to incorporate strategies to produce
validity in the study’s results. In Chapter 4, I will discuss the findings of the research, themes,
and analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
This study aimed to understand the potential implicit bias and disproportionate
commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from grades E1–E4 (who
previously served on active duty in the Air Force). This chapter presents the research findings
following data collection. This study identified some of the contributors to the rate of
disproportionate punishment to Black Airmen. In addition, the study helped provide critical insight
into Air Force culture and environment, particularly during the nonjudicial punishment process. This
study focused on providing a more comprehensive exploration of the lived experiences of 16 Air
Force veterans. All participants in this study were male. Their experiences provided insight into
internal and external influences brought on by implicit bias. Through semi-structured interviews,
textual descriptions, and analysis of the findings, this research aimed to pave the way for equitable
change in the military justice process and eliminate negative implicit contributors that correlate to the
high rate of Black punishment in the Air Force. In this chapter, survey data and interview responses
from participants are presented. Thus, the analysis of the surveys and interviews generated themes
and sub-themes in the data. For this study, the following research questions were posed as a central
focus for this investigation:
RQ1. How do Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–E4
and were subjected to nonjudicial punishment describe their experiences regarding commander’s
behavior and implicit bias?
RQ2. How can implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial stereotypes
and cognitive schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment?
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Participants

Table 2.
Enlisted Participant Demographics
Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity

Pay
Grade

Years
Served

Charles

Black

E-4

2007–2015

Number of
times
Punishment
was issued
1

Punishment

Shannon

Black

E-4

2012–2019

2

Reduction of Rank

Samuel

Black

E-3

2012–2018

1

Reduction of Rank
and Forced
Separation

Kendrick

Black

E-4

2011–2021

2

Forfeiture of Pay and
Reduction of Rank

Robert

Black

E-4

2006–2015

1

Reduction of Rank
and Forced
Separation

Benjamin

Black

E-1

2009–2022

1

Reduction of Rank
and Forced
Separation

Cory

White

E-4

2007–2014

1

Reduction of Rank

Dennis

White

E-3

2015–2019

1

Reduction of Rank,
Do Not Arm,
Forfeiture of Pay

Alex

White

E-4

2005–2014

1

Extra Duty, Letter of
Reprimand, and 2Month Pay Reduction

Tyler

White

E-4

2006–2013

4

Reduction of Rank,
Forfeiture of Pay, and
Extra Duty

Keith

White

E-4

2004–2016

1

Reduction in Rank

Reduction of Rank
and Forfeiture of Pay
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Braxton

White

E-4

2004–2017

2

Forced Separation

Results

Charles
Charles is a Black male who served on active duty from 2007–2015. While on active
duty, he deployed twice in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom. He
described his military career as somewhat favorable but did witness occurrences of implicit bias
over the course of his career, including one situation where he was deployed to Iraq. In Iraq,
Charles witnessed incidents where he believed his commander and other senior unit leaders had
imposed punishment unfairly on Black Airmen compared to White Airmen for the same
offenses. He explained that Black Airmen were punished more severely than White Airmen and
was counseled by his leadership for being vocal about what he viewed as unfair and excessive
punishment of Black Airmen. Later in his career, he was arrested by a civilian law enforcement
officer for a driving under the influence (DUI) offense while operating a motorized vehicle in a
local civilian community, which led to the civilian court system convicted him of the DUI
charge. Charles stated his commander was adamant about punishing him again for the offense to
which he was ultimately issued nonjudicial punishment for the crime. Although Charles
acknowledged his wrongdoings in the DUI arrest, he further stated that another White Airman
was later arrested off-base, charged with domestic abuse of his spouse, and no similar action was
taken against him. This Airman was convicted by local authorities for the offense but no
punishment action was taken by the Air Force. In Charles’ case, he was punished by local
authorities and punished by the Air Force for the same offense.
Shannon
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Shannon is a Black male who served on active duty from 2012–2015. He explained that
he believed a great deal of implicit bias while undergoing his nonjudicial punishment. Shannon
relayed that he was a stellar Airman with a high-performance record, but after receiving an
Article 15 he was treated negatively and casted aside by leaders and peers in the organization. He
stated that he believed the severity of his punishment was due to implicit bias because others had
committed more egregious violations and were not punished. Shannon stated that he believed his
race was factor in his punishment. He explained that instead of the commander imposing the
lowest level of disciplinary action to correct the behavior, he issued the most severe level of
punishment, despite it being his first offense. He further stated that despite having a highperformance record and not being the primary actor in the incident, he was punished harshly, and
the level of punishment did not meet the level of violation.
Samuel
Samuel is a Black male that served on active duty from 2012–2018. He described that his
time in the Air Force was amazing while he was stationed overseas, but things changed for the
worse once he returned to the US. Samuel stated he was issued nonjudicial punishment for what
was described to him as a pattern of misconduct. He relayed that once he was assigned to his
new unit, he was immediately treated badly by unit leadership. He stated that he was told he was
an “irresponsible and negligent Airman” by the First Sergeant of the unit and gained a reputation
for being a “bad troop.” After beginning a relationship with a newly assigned female Airman in
the unit, Samuel stated he was ostracized for the relationship, and many leaders told him that he
would ruin her career. He was ultimately given nonjudicial punishment by the commander, and
he described that he was never given an opportunity to succeed, which he felt was due to the
implicit bias of the commander and other senior unit leaders.
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Kendrick
Kendrick is a Black male that served on active duty from 2012–2022. He described his
time in the Air Force as great until he reached his last assignment working at a consolidated brig,
more commonly known as a military prison, and was issued nonjudicial punishment on two
occasions while assigned there. He stated he was issued nonjudicial punishment for a violation
that occurred on duty for a lapse in operational judgment related to overseeing the inmates while
assigned to a military consolidated brig. Kendrick explained that despite another member being
onsite and responsible for that area of the operation, he was punished for the action. He relayed
those other higher-ranking members had committed more serious violations of orders and were
not punished. Samuel went on to say that a particular leader in the organization violated a federal
level code, yet no punishment was issued. He explained that the commander was only going
through the motions of the nonjudicial process. He described that he thought he was already
prejudged by his commander and that he believed he was viewed as “another dumb Black
Airmen from the hood with no education.” He stated that more incidents of other White Airmen
were swept under the rug, and he was not able to receive equal treatment. Kendrick stated that
because punishment cannot be applied without some form of bias, the authority to punish should
be taken out of the commander’s hands.
Robert
Robert is a Black male that served on active duty from 2006–2015. He stated he loved
everything about his time in the Air Force except his leadership at his last assignment. He
relayed that he had a change of assignment orders turned down twice, which he felt impacted his
opportunity for growth in the Air Force. Robert explained that his experience with nonjudicial
punishment was “unjust and unfair” and biased toward minorities. Robert stated that he faced
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discrimination when his leadership chose members for critical duty positions and other White
Airmen were selected ahead of him despite having a higher duty certification score. He further
stated that stereotypes placed on him by his commander and other senior leaders negatively
affected his experiences with the military justice system. He described that people could label
Blacks as aggressive and impulsive. Robert explained that a lack of cultural awareness among
White commanders impacts the decision-making process because they may not be considerate
and impartial of other races, ethnicities, and backgrounds.
Benjamin
Benjamin is a Black male who served on active duty from 2012–2019. Benjamin relayed
that he was grateful for the experience in the Air Force; however, he stated it does not have
structure. He was issued administrative discipline on numerous occasions throughout his service
period. He stated that many of those situations in which he was issued administrative discipline
were warranted, while several others were excessive or unwarranted. Benjamin explained that he
had also experienced the judicial side of the military justice system and was convicted by a
military court-martial. He relayed that the culture of the Air Force needs to be changed, and the
“good ole boy” system is widespread throughout the institution. Benjamin recommended that
commanders have their authorities under article 15 limited and proposed that the Air Force create
a council for imposing nonjudicial punishment where a majority vote is required for the
punishment of Airmen.
Cory
Cory is a White male who served on active duty between 2007–2014. He stated his
service in the military was one of the best times of his life. Cory stated he made a mistake in the
Air Force and was issued nonjudicial punishment by his commander. He acknowledged his
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mistake but felt his punishment was overly harsh based on the circumstances, his successful
career up to that point, and no prior violations of the UCMJ. Cory stated he did not feel implicit
bias was involved in his case but acknowledged that there is a potential for it to exist in the Air
Force. Cory felt that after he was issued punishment, he was isolated by unit members and
leadership. He stated that once he was given nonjudicial punishment, “everyone turned his back
on him,” and without his wife, he would have been most likely another Air Force suicide
statistic.
Dennis
Dennis is a White male that served on active duty from 2015–2019. Dennis was issued
nonjudicial punishment and felt that the commander imposed his punishment unfairly due to
another member doing a similar act and receiving no punishment for their violation. He
acknowledged his wrongdoing but believed he was punished too harshly. He stated that implicit
bias may have played a factor and that the commander may have been fed up with other previous
incidents that occurred from various individuals in the unit, but his action was the one that finally
caused him to take action. Dennis stated that he felt that everyone wanted nothing to do with him
after he was issued nonjudicial punishment and even friends and co-workers changed their
behavior toward him. He further stated that he witnessed actions where Black members were not
afforded the same level of opportunities as White Airmen during his time in the Air Force. In
particular, he referenced that they did not get the same job opportunities, and Black females were
not afforded the same positions that White females received.
Alex
Alex is a White male who served on active duty between 2006–2014. He was issued a
nonjudicial punishment and explained that the culture of his first unit was bad for him and many
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other Airmen. He stated he was trying to uphold his integrity and ended up telling his supervisor
about an incident that happened on duty. Alex stated that later that supervisor criticized him for
the infraction, and it ultimately elevated him to his commander for nonjudicial action. Although
Alex was going through relationship problems, he explained that was never taken into account
during the nonjudicial process. Alex changed duty locations for a few years but was ultimately
reassigned to the unit. He explained that many of the same people that were there before were
there when he returned. This stagnation of personnel, Alex explained, further compounded issues
he had faced previously.
Tyler
Tyler is a White male that served on active duty from 2006–2013. Tyler relayed that his
time in the Air Force had a rocky start, but he made the best of it even though he often seemed to
be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Tyler explained that his supervisor was hard on him
during his first assignment and gave him unrealistic performance goals to achieve. This created
turmoil between the two of them. Tyler was accused of an infraction by his supervisor, which he
stated he did not commit. This accusation ultimately led him to receive nonjudicial punishment
from his commander. Similarly, a co-worker of Tyler’s was accused of the same infraction and
admitted to the offense. The co-worker received significantly less punishment for the same
offense. Tyler stated that he believed implicit bias played a factor in his punishment and
eventually led to him receiving more nonjudicial punishment actions because he was viewed
negatively by his leadership from the initial nonjudicial punishment action. He further explained
that his experience was not consistent with the racial disparities identified by the Air Force
Inspector General’s report.
Keith
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Keith is a White male that served on active duty from 2004–2016. Keith stated that he
loved his term serving until he was imposed nonjudicial punishment. Keith was charged with a
DUI (driving under the influence) by civilian authorities, but his Air Force command also
pursued nonjudicial punishment action, which resulted in a reduction of his rank. Following the
incident, Keith explained that he felt like he was targeted by his commander and was given
additional administrative action. He further explained that he saw bias between the officer and
enlisted ranks, and officers were not punished for similar and more egregious incidents. He
witnessed situations where officers or higher-ranking officials were reassigned positions in lieu
of punishment and explained that many Airmen were not afforded that opportunity and were
issued administrative or nonjudicial punishment as a result.
Braxton
Braxton is a White male that served on active duty from 2004–2017. He stated he had
some amazing times while serving in the Air Force and had many different experiences while
serving in multiple combat operations while deployed. Braxton explained that his punishment
might have been influenced by implicit bias. He detailed that an officer was caught doing the
same offense he had committed, but no disciplinary action was taken. He had not witnessed the
use of stereotypes applied to Black Airmen, and his experiences do not align with the results of
the Air Force Inspector General’s disparity review.
Table 3.
Officer Participant Demographics
Participant

Race/Ethnicity

Thomas
Brian
David
Carson

White
White
White
White

Years
Served
1993–2021
2001–2022
1997–2021
1985–2021

Number of
Commands
2
3
4
4

Number of
NJP Issued
20+
10+
50+
20+
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Thomas
Thomas is a White male who served on active duty from 1993–2021. He was a priorenlisted Non-commissioned Officer before commissioning in the Air Force. He was a two-time
commander in the Air Force and issued more than 20 nonjudicial punishment actions. Thomas
relayed that he collectively considered the implications of the punishment he imposed on
members under his command and routinely sought counsel from the military lawyers, first
sergeants, and squadron superintendents. He explained that having a diverse team of people with
different experiences around leaders can help better evaluate individual circumstances for
members. Thomas further explained that the Air Force does not typically provide training to
officers on military justice until they are assigned to their first command. This military justice
training occurs during the Air Force Squadron Commander Course. Thomas recommended that a
variation of this course be given to Second Lieutenants so that by the time they are commanders,
they have some of the basic military justice fundamentals already established. Thomas relayed
that during his time in the Squadron Commander Course, basic-level military justice questions
were asked by other officers, and if not for his previous experience in law enforcement, he would
not have been as knowledgeable on the nonjudicial process and military law.
Brian
Brian is a White male who served on active duty from 2001–2021. He was a former
commander in the Air Force and issued multiple nonjudicial punishments while in command.
Brain relayed that it was a privilege for him to dedicate 20 years of service to the Air Force and
to the nation, and being an Airman was not always easy, but the Air Force treated him fairly.
Brian held three commands while serving on active duty in the Air Force. He believes that Black
Airmen are unfairly punished at higher rates and more stringently. In addition, Brian stated that
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there could be the potential for a modified legal system that then decides what the appropriate
response or punishment could be for a member who committed a violation of the UCMJ.
David
David is a White male who served on active duty from 1997–2021. He was a four-time
commander in the Air Force and issued more than 50 nonjudicial punishment actions. He stated
that his time in the Air Force provided him with outstanding opportunities but also volumes of
deployments and self and family sacrifices. David stated that while looking back over his career,
there were times when he believed implicit bias affected his decision while administering NJP; in
addition, David also stated that implicit bias impacted how he viewed certain members and their
professionalism. For example, David explained that he thought members who were medically
allowed to grow beards were unprofessional. Statistically, Blacks represent the largest number of
Airmen with shaving waivers. In addition, he stated that at times if a member was continually
having a disciplinary problem and that person’s name was routinely associated with negative
behavior, he did not bother to find out why or if there was something contributing to the
behavior. He stated this led him to categorize these types of people as “dirt bag Airmen.” He
explained that this played a factor when determining disciplinary actions for those members.
David further stated that in 2020, he was provided training on implicit bias at his commander’s
course and that this was the first time at any point of his career that he had received such
training.
Carson
Carson is a White male who served on active duty from 1985–2021. He was a prior
enlisted Airmen before completing the commissioning process to become an officer. Carson
stated that he issued numerous disciplinary actions and had to prefer charges on an officer. He

99
believed that no one is without bias, but explained that he routinely brought in other leaders to
help guide his decision-making before making a disciplinary action toward members. He also
explained the reasoning of his decision down the chain of command. He further explained that he
believed the current military justice training that squadron commanders get prior to taking
command is sufficient because if they received it early on in their careers, then it would not be
used until it was time to take command. Carson relayed that he experienced implicit bias
throughout his time in the Air Force that impacted position opportunities for him. He stated a
commander once informed him that he was not selected for a position due to his race.
Results
This hermeneutic phenomenological study used three data collection methods to obtain
information for data analysis. The methods used were online screening surveys, semi-structured
interviews, and analytical memoing. Following each interview, I used analytical memos to assist
with obtaining data. In addition, I also ensured research bracketing was used to prevent bias in
the data. In all, I reviewed 173 raw pages of interview transcripts to analyze the relevant data,
which resulted in me identifying the following five themes: (a) implicit bias, (b) commander
authority, (c) stereotypes, (d) mental health, and (e) military justice training. The analysis of
these themes addressed each of the two research questions explored in this study.
Theme Development
Data collection in this research included: 1) online screening surveys, 2) interviews, and
3) analytical memoing. Interviews conducted with voluntary research participants yielded the
most data, and surveys completed by participants were a secondary means of data collection.
Additionally, analytical memoing was used throughout the data collection process. The online
transcription service, Temi, was utilized as a method of audio transcription from interviews.
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Each transcript was reviewed with each research participant for accuracy. Each participant
concurred with the final transcript prior to data analysis. Finally, thematic analysis assisted with
consistently identifying phrases to generate codes and themes in the data context.
Naïve Reading
McMullin (2021) contends that researchers should identify the process taken to ensure
accuracy, including such methods as spot-checking, proofreading, and sending transcripts to
interviewees. Thus, each interview transcript was reviewed and edited while listening to the
audio. Also, interviewees were provided their transcripts and asked whether they believed the
transcript was a complete representation of their views or whether they would like to clarify or
elaborate on their responses (Busetto et al., 2020). Participants were sent transcripts of their
respective interviews for verification, and only after approval from participants were the
transcripts included for data analysis. The audio was reviewed directly following the conclusion
of each interview session. Reviewing the data helped produce memos that described initial
reflections about the data as well as emergent interpretations (Lester et al., 2020).
First Cycle Coding
Coding is the first step of qualitative data analysis (Li & Zhang, 2022). Each transcript
was reviewed thoroughly and verified prior to coding any transcript data. After each one was
authenticated by participants, the first cycle coding was conducted. Initially, the transcripts were
coded manually by the researcher to identify themes. NVivo 12 was used to aid in gaining a
better understanding of each participant’s perspectives and identifying commonalities in the
responses to generate themes and sub-themes.
Second Cycle Coding
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Once all transcripts had undergone an in-depth review and were verified by the
participants, a cross-comparison was conducted to garner detailed descriptions of the
participants’ perspective. After the transcripts were compared, I tabulated the commonalities and
differences to help answer the posed research questions (Li & Zhang, 2022). NVivo 12 helped to
provide additional patterns in the data and identify themes and sub-themes in the data set.
Screening Survey
Participants were asked to complete an online survey and establish a date and time for
one-on-one interviews. Each participant was asked six open-ended questions and seven closedended questions in the screening survey. All participants had a basic knowledge of implicit bias
and provided their definition of what implicit bias meant to them. The participants were made up
of two racial demographics, 62.5% White and 37.5% Black. All participants described their time
in the Air Force positively. All but one member had an Honorable discharge from the Air Force,
with one member having an Other than Honorable discharge.
Interviews
Participant interviews were the principal data collection method for this study. These
interviews helped provide detailed information on the military justice process and individual
experiences related to nonjudicial punishment from enlisted members and officers. All
interviews were conducted in a virtual environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ease
of access for some participants. Most of the interviews were recorded via Zoom, while some
opted for Microsoft Teams and recorded over-the-phone interviews. A total of 16 interviews
were conducted, and they lasted between 30–45 minutes. To ensure the privacy of the 16
participants, each recording was stored on a password-protected computer.
Analytical Memos
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Analytical memoing was conducted right after the interview process while memories
were still fresh (Zhang, 2022). While conducting data collection, memos were used to capture
the insight of participant experiences. Analytical memos provided a method to document my
thoughts while conducting data collection. In addition, patterned coding generated a method to
find additional themes in the data for this study. The analytical memos aided in the coding
process through the categorization of each theme and sub-theme. Saldaña (2016) explained that
as the researcher codes and recodes, each category should become more distinguishable.
Therefore, after analysis of the analytical memos, the themes became more refined in the study.
Themes
Table 4. Themes and Sub-themes

Themes

Sub-themes

Implicit Bias

Excessive Punishment
Targeting
Race/Ethnicity

Commander Authority

Unlimited Authority
Partial Decision-Making
Commander’s Bias

Stereotypes

Negative Labelling
Culture
Assumptions

Mental Health

Suicide
Lack of Support System

Military Justice Training

Lack of Implicit Bias Training
Squadron Commander’s Course Deficiencies
Timing of Training
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Implicit Bias
Implicit bias was the most prominent theme that emerged during the data analysis
process. The collected data was obtained from participant interviews and online surveys. The
implicit bias theme was associated with every research participant's response, and each enlisted
Black Airman participant attributed their punishment severity to implicit biases. Four of the six
White Airmen also associated implicit bias with their punishment. The other two White
participants acknowledged the potential for implicit bias to impact decision-making and
witnessed negative acts toward their Black peers. In all responses, participants acknowledged the
potential for implicit bias to impact the decision-making of commanders. All but one of the four
former commanders acknowledged the potential that their own implicit biases could potentially
have impacted prior nonjudicial punishment, they determined. Implicit bias was coded into three
sub-themes: excessive punishment, first-time offenders, and race/ethnicity.
Excessive Punishment. All enlisted participants believed their nonjudicial punishment
was excessive. Although 11 of the 12 (Charles, Shannon, Samuel, Kendrick, Robert, Benjamin,
Cory, Dennis, Alex, Keith, and Braxton) participants acknowledged some culpability for their
actions (that led to punishment), all believed their command or leadership team responded
harshly to their infractions despite having stellar careers up to that point. Tyler stated his
supervisor falsely accused him of a violation, and another member who admitted to committing
the same violation received lesser punishment. All Black enlisted participants believed they were
punished more severely because of implicit biases. Kendrick stated, “there have been multiple
times where much more serious incidents have occurred. Yeah. Uh, before my incident and no
punishment was given. [Commanders] will hold a certain standard to certain people.” Five of the
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six White enlisted participants (Alex, Tyler, Keith, Dennis, and Braxton) also believed that
implicit bias played a factor in their punishment severity. Kendrick stated:
I have seen how the command treats people of color, and it's not just in the Air Force. It
was across the board. It is just weird that a lot of incidents that happened with Caucasians
were swept under the rug, but you know, minor incidents that happened with people of
color, they all get sent up to their commanders or their command for discipline.
Shannon described similar experiences with excessive punishment. He stated that two other
members in his unit had altercations with law enforcement and were not disciplined, but he
received excessive punishment when he was imposed nonjudicial punishment. Shannon stated:
I feel like my punishment was excessive because of [implicit bias], primarily really. I just
feel like what about my whole like profile, and my modus operandi at that point makes
you think that I need the strictest form of punishment.
Shannon further expanded on his experience with punishment and how race can impact
punishment. He stated:
I mean, we're all here just trying to figure it out. So, like to claim dominion over
somebody because you lucked out on the genetic lottery is kind of foolish to me. Like,
honestly, it's insane. So yeah, to determine someone's life and their career eligibility and
their career progress, just because you have the authority to do so. And you know, you're
not really considering the biases is it's not fair to them. It's not fair to anybody, really.
Robert shared his experiences in the Air Force and how implicit bias was a factor in his
punishment severity as opposed to solely looking at the facts of the case and his individual
accomplishments. Robert stated:
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I felt like it was [implicit] bias immediately. I feel like they looked at me, and they were
like, oh, he's a bad troop. Why is he still here? Whereas they should have based all of it
off of my merits and seen all the things that I've accomplished…Like if they would've
taken that all into consideration, I doubt my punishment would've been as harsh as it was.
Samuel was asked whether he believed implicit bias impacted the severity of his punishment. He
shared his encounter with nonjudicial punishment while serving on active duty. He stated:
They could see my track record. Like you could see everything about me from where I
came from before I came there to then. I had a spotless record; you know what I mean?
Like I didn't do anything wrong. I was always on top of my stuff. My [physical fitness]
scores were in the 90s all the time. Like I made sure that I was good to go. And when it
came down to when I got punished, when I was in that room, like, it just felt like before I
even got to open my mouth or even turn to salute and state my case, I was already like
gone. Like it was no, hey, um, let's give him a chance. Let's see what he has [to] say; it
was already done.
Targeting. Commander targeting of enlisted members was apparent with five of the
Black enlisted participants (Shannon, Robert, Kendrick, Samuel, and Benjamin) and four of the
White participants (Alex, Tyler, Keith, and Braxton). Shannon stated:
It's like when you feel that you're being targeted, how can you say that without the fear of
saying that? And then how can you say that about someone who is such a high spot that,
you know, who's governing them kind of things, you know, and then with the military,
there's chain of command too. So, it's like, you almost have to go to someone else to do
it, you know, and if that, that is kind of discouraging because, you know, along that
process, you might even, you know, they might just discount your whole thing.
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Keith’s comments supported the targeting theme. He stated, “They took my stripe, and then just
ever since, I had a target on my back.” Following Keith’s nonjudicial punishment, he was given
a letter of reprimand for failing a physical fitness test due to a medical issue which he was later
medically separated for. His commander refused to remove the letter of reprimand despite his
medical condition. Kendrick was given two Article 15s by the same commander. Kendrick
stated:
I honestly know for a fact that my commander did not like me. Uh, he hasn't liked me
since my first NJP and just how he how he treated us. I also think that it was very, um, I
think it was driven by how he views he should command.
Robert provided some experiences with implicit bias and how he believed it caused him to be
targeted. He stated:
I had somewhat of a target on my back because I was very outspoken. You know we had
meetings, and people would always say like, are there any, you know, are there any
[expletive], gripes, complaints. I'd be the first one to bring up whatever the lower airmen,
you know, the junior airmen were saying, and I'm like, oh, this is what's going on.
Robert explained that the leadership did not like him for being outspoken and many of his peers
told him not to speak out. Robert believed that this characterization of him led to his punishment
severity which ultimately brought him to being forcibly separated.
Race/Ethnicity. All of the Black enlisted participants believed race may have played a
factor in their punishment and how they were treated during and after receiving their Article 15.
None of the White enlisted participants believed that race played a factor in their punishment.
The effects of race in the criminal justice system and how race can produce cognitive
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mechanisms for underlying bias and impact the severity of punishment (Flanagan, 2018;
Castrellon et al., 2021). Samuel stated:
It felt like because of I was [Black], they were automatically like, oh yeah, he's a dumb
Black guy. He doesn’t know what's going on. He just stupid. Don't automatically think
just cause I’m a Black guy that I don't know what's going on. That I'm from the hood. I
ain't [sic] got no education. I don't know nothing, I just got in here by luck, I'm I just in
like no I'm supposed to be here.
Charles gave an experience he witnessed while in Iraq and how there were punishment
differences based on race. He stated:
You getting punished to the max if you sleep with somebody in Iraq. And I noticed that
when it was people of color, mainly Black folks that was doing it, they were dropping a
hammer on them and it was letting a lot of White people get away with it. And I saw it in
my own unit where they [gave] like six-month probation, to a White couple that been
sleeping around with each other, like six-month probation. Don't do anything. Six months
you're good. Um, I ain't [sic] see Black folks getting that same treatment. I noticed that's
one of the first things I noticed when I was in the military, seen it with my eyes.
Commander’s Authority
The second theme in this study was commander’s authority. The participants described
their experiences and how their commanders issued nonjudicial punishment. Enlisted and officer
participants shared their experiences of the punishment process. Their responses shaped this
theme and sub-themes regarding their shared experiences. Commander authority was coded into
three sub-themes: unlimited authority, partial decision-making, and commander bias.
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Unlimited authority. The UCMJ affords commanders the ability to handle minor
offenses committed by members who fall under their command (MCM, 2019). Thus, a
commander has the ability to issue nonjudicial punishment to members. Those members also
have the right to decline nonjudicial punishment and request trial by court-martial but are
subjected to the full sentencing standards codified in the UCMJ. Even if a member requests a
court-martial, the commander can pull the nonjudicial punishment and issue command-level
administrative action. One participant (Braxton) identified a similar situation. He stated:
Yeah, cause[sic] I put court-martial on my thing, and the commander was like, oh, I've
never had a court-martial in 19 years. And I'm like, well, you about to dog. Like, let's go,
and then they, you know, after like four or five months of them probably doing their
homework, their research, they brought me in and gave me a letter of reprimand.
Three of the commanders interviewed (David, Thomas, and Brian) commented on the level of
authority commanders have. Each provided experiences from their career and comments of the
level of authority commanders possess. Brain stated:
I just think what the Air Force needs to do is take a step back and, you know, realize that
the UCMJ, as it's currently written, provides commanders a lot of authority and latitude.
And I think it's too much; but whether it's reduced or kept the same, the amount of
preparation, so that [it] can be implemented properly, needs to increase.
David expanded on the authority that commanders have and how it can be abused and misused.
He stated:
There's a lot of great commanders, and there's a lot of great Airmen out there, but there's
a lot of [expletive] too. Yeah, there's some power-hunger [expletive] out there that I wish
I could have stomped them outta [sic] the Air Force.
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Thomas shared experiences that he witnessed other commanders utilize in their determination for
punishment. He stated:
You'll find that; I think in your research, as you go around and talk to other commanders,
for the most part, they take a cookie-cutter approach with [punishment]. That’s their
stance and their company line. I believe when you're a commander and you cookie-cutter
a situation so that you feel like you're dishing out equal justice…the reality is that it's not.
And you need to take a look at the situation, the circumstances that are surrounding those
things, and dive into that and make justice personal.
Partial decision-making. Commanders must be impartial and fair in their punishment
decisions, and inquiries and investigations must be conducted by the echelon of command
capable of conducting a complete, impartial, and unbiased investigation (The Judge Advocate
General’s School, 2019). Six participants (Shannon, Kendrick, Samuel, Alex, Keith, and
Braxton) detailed experiences where commanders were partial in their decision-making when
imposing nonjudicial punishment. Kendrick stated:
I talked to my commander, and he told me that, you know, because he's the one that saw
it, that he felt like he should be the one to take action against it instead of leaving it to my
supervisors. Previous commands that I've been in, they all said, you know, if the
commander sees something, but he's gonna [sic] leave it to the supervisor to handle it
unless it's a very, very serious offense.
Samuel provided his evaluation of commander decision-making and their ability to be impartial
when determining punishment. He stated:
I think [discipline] should be taken out of the commander's hand. I don't think that the
commander that you have should be able to pass down judgment; even though
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commanders are commanders, they're still are humans, and they still talk, you know what
I mean? So, I feel like when he came in there, he automatically had a bad taste about me
cause of what happened before.
Like Samuel, who felt commanders’ decision-making changed based on perceptions and culture,
Alex emphasized the impact of decision-making influenced by external factors. He stated:
Punishment gets more severe sometimes as time goes on, you know, when, when there's
more people looking, and you get different people coming through the base, and, you
know, some people say things and word gets out about things and now, you know, you're
more inspection heavy and stuff like that. And the more eyeballs you have on you, the
more stringent they're gonna [sic] be on punishment because they want to make an
example out of you. So, I've seen it go both ways, where it was warranted and where it
wasn't. And, you know, where somebody's career was cut short, even though it didn't
have to be.
Commander bias. All of the commanders acknowledged the potential for implicit bias
when determining nonjudicial punishment. When asked whether the punishment disparity that
was identified by the Air Force lined up with his experiences, Brian shared his assessment. He
stated:
Do I think that implicit bias affects [Black Airmen]? I do. Do I think that they are
punished unfairly at higher rates? I do. Do I think that they are punished unfairly more
stringently? Uh, let's say that I do. I hope that that was never me; if it was, it was
unintentional. Can I say absolutely that it wasn't, well, no, I can say that I always tried
across the board regardless of the individual and their background to look at them as a

111
person and then to look at, you know, precedence and treat everybody as fairly as I could
being a fallible person.
He further stated his thoughts on improving the nonjudicial punishment process and developing a
more impartial and fair system to eliminate commander bias. He stated:
Lack of design, experience, and education lends itself to inequities and the system not
being as efficient as it could be. And I think there's probably a way to blend giving a
commander authority but then having a team of actual, like professional experts that
could then make sure that the discipline was appropriate, as opposed to leaving that to the
non-expert commander.
In addition, Brian shared his evaluation of how disparities can exist through his experiences in
the Air Force. He stated, “I think there's a significant baseline disparity by the time people get to
be commanders. So then when they're making those decisions, that disparity I think is gonna
[sic] reflect itself out in individual decisions.” David shared his own implicit bias that he had
while serving as a commander that impacted the way he viewed various situations. He stated:
Like if you're the guy that your name's always coming up in meetings, I have zero
patience and tolerance. And when I was a younger commander, I failed to ask why. And
that to me was an unconscious bias of like, hey man, is it, is it a medical issue? Is it a
mental health issue? No, it's the same [expletive] that everyone keeps coming up in every
single meeting every time there's a discipline [issue] he's involved. That was my
unconscious bias, like, dude, just pull your weight like the rest of us. And that really
bothered me, and I could say without a doubt that if I had a bias, it was lazy people or
perception of lazy people.
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Kendrick shared that he received two nonjudicial punishment actions from the same commander.
He believed that the first punishment action was held against him for the second one. Even
though he believed the offense was minimal. He stated, “I feel like, you know, that's not like a
really fair assessment of an individual…It was just very weird to know that, you know, they held
that first nonjudicial punishment against me for the second one.” David found that certain
physical attributes of a person impacted the way he viewed them, in particular, beards and being
physically unfit. He stated:
Beards were always, up until about two years ago, a thing that always bothered me. Yeah.
And you know, now I’m looking at this conversation and looking at the topic of the
conversation, you know, most people who had straggly beards were young Black men,
and you know that would be an unconscious bias.
Stereotypes
Stereotypes are generally held beliefs that are fixed and oversimplified images or ideas of
a particular type of person or thing (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2021). The research participants
shared their experience with stereotypes and the issues they faced in their organizations as a
result. Participants were asked to describe examples of racial stereotypes they witnessed during
their time serving and whether they witnessed them be applied to Black Airmen. Five Black
participants (Shannon, Robert, Kendrick, Samuel, Benjamin) and three White participants (Alex,
Tyson, and Kevin) shared that they had never heard stereotypes used against Black Airmen but
recognized their impact on commander decision-making. However, many believed the culture
and perceptions in the organization and their career fields subtly stereotyped them in a way that
impacted their punishment. Participant responses addressed different aspects of organizational
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culture that used stereotypes to categorize certain groups of people. Thus, the stereotype theme
was coded into three sub-themes: negative labeling, culture, and assumptions.
Negative labeling. Much of the current literature indicates the harmful effects of labeling
and its human nature to label people (Aguirre, 2020; Torre & Lieberman, 2018). Negative
labeling impacts team performance and effectiveness (Kirk et al., 2022). The impacts of labeling
were evident in participant responses, and they believed it impacted punishment and how they
were treated during the nonjudicial punishment process. Samuel stated, “They thought that I was
a bad egg.” He felt this labeling impacted his punishment and how he was treated after his
punishment. Benjamin shared Samuel’s beliefs on labeling. Benjamin stated:
I think from jump street, I had the stigma of giving people a hard time. Then when, you
know, stuff started hitting the fan or, you know, coming to an end, there was almost like
zero reason to help him. It was like, okay, cool. Just throw the book at him like he
deserves it at this point, you know, without ever knowing any kind of basis behind it.
Robert believed he was labeled negatively by many in his unit, including his commander. He felt
this may have been the reason he was punished more severely. He stated.
They probably looked at like, oh, you know, he talked back to his senior NCO, or he got
in arguments with his supervisor. He did this. Like, I feel like they looked at me, and they
were like, oh, he's a bad troop.
Alex stated after he received his article 15, he was treated more harshly. He was viewed
negatively, which impacted his ability to perform his job. He stated:
I'll tell you honestly that my problems really came to after the fact and after I was back
on flight, you know, I volunteered for a new position, you know. And I was up there all
of, maybe a week before somebody found out that I'd had my triple nickel (article 15),
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and they kicked me right back down, and I went right back to a supervisor that absolutely
hated me, just hated my guts.
Culture. All of the participants stated how culture impacted their punishment and
described periods where it may have influenced commanders to act. In addition, commanders
provided their take on culture and how at the time, the actions they took seemed like the right
thing to do, only to look back and realize it wasn’t. David stated:
You know, we look back on it and cause [sic] it was just a norm. We came in; hey, this is
the standard. And we know we just conform to that standard, you know? But, uh, yeah.
You know, and I think that's a big part of it. Sometimes you don't realize it until you take
a step back and, you know, um, sometimes, you know, we're, we're a little too late.
Samuel explained he was advised of the culture at his base upon arrival by other Airmen. He
stated, “Hey, Security Forces here. They just, they really eat their own. They do not care.” Alex
echoed that same sentiment in his response. He stated:
There's a certain culture at bases, you know, like the one that I was at, where, you know,
like I said, everybody's been there for so long, you know, that's, it sounds really bad, but
that hierarchy of people that don't move they're so set in their ways. You know it really
doesn't matter to them who you are. You slip a little bit, they're gonna [sic] be all over
you.
Assumptions. Most of the participants indicated how certain assumptions regarding their
performance, character, and integrity were attributed to them. Two of the participants (Charles
and Keith) spoke out regarding the assumptive categorization they faced. Charles explained that
he saw racism and favoritism during his time in the Air Force. He and another Airman gained a
reputation for speaking out about it, which earned them the nickname Tuskegees. He stated:
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I got pulled into the captain's office, and they were told me like, hey, uh, we hearing that
you trying to start some kind of group called the Tuskegees and you're riling things up
around here. I was like, no, I just noticed something. And I'm like, I'm having
conversations with other people about it. Like, I don't know who's going back and telling
y'all, I'm trying to start a revolution, but I was like I'm noticing something, but I got
pulled into the captain’s office for that. They told like me to stop and calm down like I
was trying to incite a riot. That's what they made it sound like I was trying to do.
Keith shared his experience with how others who had never met him but viewed him negatively.
He stated:
I was viewed like a problem child, like a nuisance, like you're a failure to adapt or
whatever. And then, and even when we got a new senior enlisted leader, when I first met
her, so it was a Chief Master Sergeant. She said, oh, Keith, I've heard of you. Like what,
what the heck? Like, yeah. I'm, and I mean, from then, like I was [the] golden child. I
mean, that's literally the only hiccup in my career, I mean, yeah, it's a big hiccup, but it's
not something that you shouldn't be able to rebound from.
Mental Health
Mental health was a consistent theme identified in the data collection. All enlisted
participants indicated some form of mental health effects from the culture of the unit or from the
punishment process. The participants described many of their emotions and thoughts during and
following nonjudicial punishment. Hence, mental health was coded into two sub-themes as
isolation and suicide.
Isolation. Through the research interviews, participants described how they felt during
the nonjudicial punishment process. Most shared they felt outcasted by their leaders and peer
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groups. They explained that it was hard to recover from the stigma associated with receiving an
article 15. Shannon shared:
Like they didn't even want to associate themselves with me type thing. And it honestly
broke my heart. Like it really put a bad taste in my mouth about the Air Force. Cause
[sic] I was thinking this whole one-team one-fight [expletive]. And it just wasn't the case,
you know, until it had to be for, you know, like PR (public relations) or whatever, you
know, when it, when it looks good, you know, it's never one team, one fight when we
gotta [sic] help somebody out, you know, get outta [sic] trouble or anything.
Cory emphasized many of the same emotions and feelings of isolation after his punishment. He
stated:
Like they just don't care. So, once I made a mistake, everyone turned their back on me.
There was no one there to support me. No one cared. It was kind of just like me on my
own. And then I had to just dealt with it. So, I think that particular commander was
degrading, said some things to me that he shouldn't have said, and there was just no, like,
I don't think he looked at the whole picture of, uh, what I came from to what I got to and
my age.
Alex also shared many of the same feelings of isolation and said how others also dealt with
nonjudicial punishment. He stated:
The people with mental health issues have an exceptionally hard time. Yeah. Um, those
are people that are absolutely scared to go for help because of bias, you know, because of
implicit bias. And it's, it's sad that it's ruined a good culture and that it's affected so many
people when that's definitely not who we are supposed to be.
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Dennis explained the difficulties he went through following his punishment and how it impacted
his relationships. He stated:
Even some of those friendships, they don't talk to me anymore because I was the bad kid
for it. Uh, and a lot of supervisors and wouldn't take me on cause [sic] they were like, oh,
you're the article 15 kid. And the people that were coming back from deployment, they
didn't really want to talk to me anymore either because they didn't wanna [sic] be
affiliated with me for it. So, it really took a toll on my mental health for it. And going
through the whole process like, okay, hey, your life might be over now at 20 years old for
it, you know, uh, just because this little incident you did, I know it was something that I
shouldn't have done and a big problem. And I regret it every single day to this day and
probably will for the rest of my life. But it was one [incident]. I was like, okay, now I
pretty much have to restart my life for it.
Suicide. On occasion, during participant interviews, suicide was discussed, and how
many felt that receiving nonjudicial punishment was one of the most difficult things they had
gone through in their life. Kendrick stated “Bad leadership, I believe, is one of those driving
forces behind, you know, the massive suicide rate.” Cory mentioned similar concerns with
suicide. He stated:
I understood why they were doing what they were doing. I just think it could have been
handled a little bit differently because if I didn't have my wife at the time, then I don't
know. I would've been one of those numbers on that chart or the suicide rates that they
talk about.
Military Justice Training
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Military justice training is the third theme coded in this study. All of the commanders
identified the brevity of military justice training that occurs just before taking command.
Although well-intentioned, commanders may lack the legal proficiency to properly discharge
their duties. People have a propensity to trust people who are like them and therefore are more
likely to distrust members who are not (Polden, 2022). Thus, commanders may impose
punishment inconsistently or inappropriately for offenses committed by different people. Three
sub-themes emerged as a result: lack of implicit bias training, squadron commander’s course
deficiencies, and timing of training.
Lack of implicit bias training. The literature shows substantial benefits in implicit bias
training by providing opportunities to better equip leaders to make legally sufficient and
nonbiased decisions (Polden, 2022; Burns et al., 2017). Participants were asked about their
experience with military justice training and any modules that addressed implicit bias. Three
commanders (David, Thomas, and Brian) felt that the training was not sufficient to adequately
prepare commanders to deal with military justice. When asked about how commanders are
trained to administer nonjudicial punishment, Thomas stated:
The squadron commander’s course gave, and I might be being generous, but I'll err on
that an afternoon of that one-week course they spent on quote-unquote, military
justice…Well, I remember very basic questions being asked in the afternoon that we
talked about in military justice. These weren't a whole lot of deep-thinking hypotheticals.
This was like stuff that, again, I was, I very well would've been asking those questions
too. Had my career path been something different. Had I been an enlisted x-ray tech and a
good one, a solid Airman who then got commissioned, and I might have been sitting
there saying, so a letter of admonishment is where in the categories.
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Brian shared his thoughts on the effectiveness of military justice training and its ability to
prepare commanders to operate within the military justice system. He stated:
Hopefully, along the way, you're working with a leadership team that grooms you over
the course of a decade that really then prepares you for those military discipline and legal
decisions. Because a couple week commander’s course is not enough. Yeah, I mean,
people go to law school, you know, for the undergraduate portion for four years, and then
they go for the bar, that's another four years, you know, that's, that's eight years of
knowledge to be a base-level lawyer.
Derrick explained his experiences with attending the squadron commander’s course and how
implicit bias training was recently incorporated into the course. He stated:
I would say that I've been to four of them. Three for squadron command and one for
group command. Pre 2013 never talked about unconscious bias. It was, hey, this is how
UCMJ works. This is the process. This is what you can and can't do at the rank of major.
Like it was the basics, like 101 of command and law. Now say in 2020, when I took
group command, that was the first time we had that conversation.
Squadron commander’s course. The squadron commander’s course is intended to
prepare commanders for assuming command. Within the course, commanders are trained on
military justice; however, there is very limited education and academic hours related to military
justice that occurs within the course. Carson shared his experiences with attending the squadron
commander’s course after he was asked about the effectiveness of the course in preparation to
build knowledge in military justice. He stated:
For the commander course, there's maybe 30 minutes of that, and there's again, maybe at
the wing commanders’ course, if I recall, it's more of a two-day effort at the jag school
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there at Maxwell. And of course, by then, you've already done most of your article 15
work that you're gonna [sic] be doing or whatever it's gonna [sic] be. So quite frankly, not
much; it's basically you're getting in your education while you're doing the job. It’s onthe-job stuff, and mostly it’s from the legal office. Hey, what are my options? That's
pretty much it.
Brian shared his experiences with the squadron commander’s course. He was asked if he felt the
training was effective in preparing him to command. He stated.
I'm not sure that I was ever prepared to command. It's a lot. But the best preparation I
received was not through the squadron commander's course, although I think they did the
best they could. It was essentially like, you could almost call it like the internship, and
that's where you grow up from the flight commander to the operations officer, and then
eventually get to the commander.
Thomas provided some additional insight into what occurs doing the squadron commander’s
courses. He stated:
If you ask most commanders that you'll interview, ask them when was the first time they
heard of a book called the Military Commander and the Law. I'll argue all day long that
they heard about it, possibly in their pre-command course for the first time. But they had
no idea. They didn't get it. They didn't receive a copy of it. They didn't. Right. I've had a
copy of that with me since I was a captain. There's a lot of good information in there.
Right. Tells you how to counsel. It tells you, right. Get your bounds left and right. We
don't present that. We don't provide that.
Timing of training. Each officer was asked about the quality and timeliness of the
military justice training they received. Three of the participants (Thomas, David, and Brian) felt
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like it was not timely enough and that it should be given sooner as opposed to just prior to taking
command. Thomas stated:
Why is it that the one biggest, most important thing, in my opinion, that you do as a
commander, the biggest, you know, part of having a pin above your name tag is the fact
that you can provide and issue out and deal with military justice. And we wait till the
final hour, the 11th hour, to be able to say, okay, UCMJ stands for the uniform code of
military justice.
David explained that the Air Force has since realized that military justice and implicit bias
training are paramount for commanders. He explained that 2020 was the first time he had
implicit bias training associated with military justice. Brian shared some similar statements
regarding military justice training. He stated:
From a strictly academic and a, like an instructor's syllabus perspective, I think it's fair to
say that the Air Force does a good job. It's programmed with the right experts brought
into the course. And they speak to it. But the challenge is in the application, and the
nuance and what prepared me was the best preparation.
Research Question Responses
Research Question One
How do Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–E4 and
were subjected to nonjudicial punishment describe their experiences regarding commander’s
behavior and implicit bias? There were four themes coded during data analysis to help answer
research question one: 1) Implicit Bias, 2) Commander Authority, 3) Stereotypes and 4) Mental
Health. In addition, three sub-themes were identified with implicit bias through coding to support
answering the first research question: excessive punishment, targeting, and race/ethnicity.

122
Continuing with the data analysis, sub-themes were identified with commander authority, and
sub-themes were developed through coding: unlimited authority, partial decision-making, and
commander bias. More review of the data collected helped produce the stereotype theme with
three sub-themes: negative labeling, culture, and assumptions. Participant experiences with
nonjudicial punishment led to many experiencing tough personal challenges that led to the
mental health theme with two sub-themes: isolation and suicide.
Research Question Two
How can implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial stereotypes and
cognitive schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment? This research also
bridged the experiences of former commanders in their application of nonjudicial punishment. In
doing so, military justice training was the theme identified to address research question two.
Research question two aimed to understand the level of training that was provided to
commanders in order to issue fair and impartial discipline. The use of this theme identified
commander’s insight on the lack of implicit bias training, squadron commander’s course
deficiencies, and the timing of training provided to commanders.
Summary

Chapter 4 presented the findings from the data collection process and included data
analysis. This chapter detailed the experiences of Black and White enlisted Airmen who were
imposed nonjudicial punishment. The participants consisted of six White males and six Black
males from different backgrounds who served at various duty locations across the world. Four
White former commanders were also included as participants to help address the second research
question. Major themes were identified from coding the discussions and additional interview
questions. Also, analyzing each experience allowed the identification of sub-themes. Five major
themes support the research questions, which are implicit bias, commander authority,
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stereotypes, mental health, and military justice training. A summary of the findings from the
research, as well as the implications, are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to understand whether
implicit bias influenced disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking
Black Airmen from grades E1–E4 who previously served on active duty. This research explored
the lived experiences of veteran Black and White enlisted members and officers who served as
commanders. The participants were surveyed and interviewed to understand their lived
experiences with the nonjudicial punishment process and the impact of implicit bias in
commander decision-making. The research considered the role of implicit bias in punishment
decisions. This chapter contains the findings of this study which includes a discussion regarding
the theoretical and empirical literature. In addition, the theoretical, empirical, and practical
implications, delimitations, and limitations are discussed. Finally, the recommendations for
future research are presented.
Summary of Findings
This study strived to understand and explore the lived experiences of Black and White
veteran enlisted members and White commanders, and the impact commanders have on existing
disparities to create practical recommendations for change. The theory guiding this study was the
implicit bias theory introduced by psychologists Mahzarin Banaji and Anthony Greenwald in
1995. This study applied a hermeneutic phenomenology as the research design. The implicit bias
theory argues that people’s social behavior is mostly influenced by unconscious associations and
judgments (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Snowball and purposeful sampling methods were used
to recruit 16 participants for this study. The research participants provided detailed responses of
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their lived experiences through semi-structured interviews and survey questions and their
responses provided information for data analysis.
Qualitative research should be assessed through a prism of how the study has addressed a
research question by providing rich, convincing, authentic, and engaging insight into a
comprehensive topic (Köhler et al., 2021). Thus, the development of themes and sub-themes
were used to assess and interpret the lived experiences of participants in this research study.
Identifying commonalities in phases and participant responses created initial codes for theme
development which also provided sub-theme categories for deeper textual accounts of
participants’ lived experiences with nonjudicial punishment. The following five themes emerged
from data analysis: implicit bias, commander authority, stereotypes, mental health, and military
justice training. Themes one through four were the themes used to answer research question one.
Theme five was the basis for addressing research question two. The five themes helped generate
14 sub-themes, including excessive punishment, targeting, race/ethnicity, unlimited authority,
partial decision-making, commander bias, negative labeling, culture, assumptions, suicide,
isolation, lack of implicit bias training, squadron commander’s course deficiencies, and timing of
training.
Research Question 1
How do Black and White male Air Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–E4 and
were subjected to nonjudicial punishment describe their experiences regarding commander’s
behavior and implicit bias? Analysis of the data produced four themes to answer research
question one: 1) Implicit Bias, 2) Commander Authority, 3) Stereotypes, and 4) Mental Health.
Three sub-themes were used for the first theme, implicit bias: excessive punishment, targeting,
and race/ethnicity. Likewise, additional data analysis identified three sub-themes with the
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commander authority theme: unlimited authority, partial decision-making, and commander bias.
The third theme, stereotypes, was coded with the sub-themes: negative labeling, culture, and
assumptions. Two sub-themes aided in maintaining the theme of mental health: isolation and
suicide.
Research Question 2
How can implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial stereotypes and
cognitive schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment? This research
question sought to address the impact of commander decisions by first assessing their nonjudicial
process to ensure a diversity of thought in decision-making. Next, addressing any training gaps
in the military justice training process. Finally, evaluate the timeliness and frequency of current
training to assist commanders in their application of fair and equitable punishment. Data analysis
produced a fifth theme, military justice training, that addressed this research question. The
coding of this theme included measures to prevent implicit bias and apply discipline accordingly
to the facts of the case and the individual merits of the member. Thus, the sub-themes of lack of
implicit bias training, squadron commander’s course deficiencies, and timing of training were
identified.
Discussion
This study’s results were consistent with the theoretical and empirical research. However,
much of the previous research focused on implicit bias in a civilian justice setting (Bennet, 2017;
Levinson et al., 2019; Payne & Hannay, 2021; Pittaro, 2018) and did not account for the
commander’s authority and application of nonjudicial punishment. This distinction is where the
research extended the previous studies. A primary objective in this study was evaluating
commanders’ decision-making motivations and assessing how each enlisted participant viewed
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their nonjudicial punishment experience. The qualitative method was associated with the
research of Donald et al. (2020) by assessing racial disparities in the criminal justice system and
how evidence showed implicit bias could create excessive punishment aimed at minority groups.
This study offers additional evaluations of the UCMJ and contributes an analytical framework
for research employed in a nonjudicial setting. The identified themes in this study were
consistent with the referenced literature. In addition, this study sheds light on the impacts of
implicit bias on commander decision-making which can produce disparities in punishment. The
following shows how this study contributes to the empirical and theoretical research and delivers
textual insight into the Air Force’s overwhelming disparity in nonjudicial punishment.
Theoretical Literature
The term implicit bias is defined as attitudes and beliefs that happen outside of an
individual’s consciousness and control (Ruhl, 2020). A commander’s processes during decisionmaking when imposing nonjudicial punishment can be skewed by implicit bias (Payne et al.,
2018; Donald et al., 2020). Commanders in the study acknowledged the potential for implicit
bias while deciding punishment, and the participants (Thomas, David, and Brian) recognized
their own implicit bias over their military service, including while in command. Cason did not
acknowledge the potential for his own implicit biases contributing to punishment decisions. This
study extended Banaji and Greenwald’s implicit bias theory and applied it to the military justice
system with the representation of the racial groups where the highest punishment disparity exists.
According to Frueh (2021), impacts of implicit bias are something hidden from a person’s direct
awareness, which can cause tangible damage in many spheres of life. Participants provided
personal accounts of how severe punishment impacted their careers and mental health.
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The theme regarding implicit bias provided substantial evidence of implicit bias in the
nonjudicial punishment process and participant awareness of how it impacted their punishment
or commanders’ decision-making ability. The enlisted participants in this study believed that
implicit bias played a factor in their punishment or either supported the assumption that it could
be a factor in the rate of Black male punishment in the Air Force. In addition, some former
commanders acknowledged their own implicit biases while in command. Those commanders
believed those biases skewed their perceptions of what was deemed professional and affected
how they made decisions. The existing literature shows experience, and social conditioning can
be a cause of implicit bias as well as a person’s upbringing (Cherry & Marsh, 2020). Hence,
commanders provided their experiences and how their background and the Air Force culture
shaped the way they made decisions regarding punishment.
Many of the enlisted participants described their Air Force experiences overall very
positively. However, the point at which nonjudicial punishment was issued presented negative
experiences that many participants stated impacted their overall evaluation of the Air Force.
Shannon’s experience left a “bad taste” of the Air Force, and Dennis shared that going through
the nonjudicial punishment process was the hardest point of his life. Each White enlisted
participant stated that at no time they believed their punishment was due to race but attributed it
to implicit bias or the culture of the organization. On the contrary, all but one Black enlisted
participant attributed their nonjudicial punishment or other aspects of administrative discipline to
race to some degree, and all attributed their punishment to implicit bias. These findings are
consistent with the findings of Donald et al. (2020), that found large disparities in criminal
justice system outcomes due to a statistically significant relationship with implicit bias. The
component of nonjudicial punishment is largely based on the sole decision of the commander.

129
Although commanders can seek the advice of trained legal professionals, they are under no
obligation to use such legal counsel given by military jag officers or other senior military leaders.
Although commanders have similar authority to judges to decide punishment severity,
they also have prosecutorial discretion. Shannon, Samuel, Charles, Kendrick, Robert, and
Benjamin all felt their punishment was related to implicit bias, and their punishment was
excessive. In addition, Shannon, Charles, Kendrick, Robert, and Benjamin felt race could have
contributed to their nonjudicial punishment and the severity of it. The existing literature results
demonstrate that race has become inseparably tied to the concept of retribution itself, meaning
that retribution itself has become an almost automatic justification for punishment (Levison et
al., 2019). Although this is not the case in every nonjudicial punishment situation, 83% of the
Black participants felt that race could have been a factor in their punishment. Charles, Shannon,
and Kendrick all stated they witnessed other White males or White females commit similar
violations but received either lesser punishment or no punishment at all. In fact, all of the
enlisted participants believed their punishment was too severe and were negatively labeled by
their leadership, which they believed impacted their nonjudicial punishment decision. Although
White participants did not believe race contributed to their punishment, Alex, David, and
Braxton shared experiences where Black Airmen were treated unfairly and denied the same
opportunities as White Airmen.
David recognized his own implicit bias later on in his military career. Maryfield (2018)
contends that everyone has implicit biases, even people with acknowledged commitments to
impartiality. Hence, every enlisted participant’s account of how implicit bias factored into their
punishment. Each commander had a thorough process when deciding to administer nonjudicial
punishment; in addition, they believed all commanders should involve other leaders in that
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decision-making (including junior leaders within the organization). However, there is no Air
Force regulation that mandates a specific deliberation process in deciding punishment outcomes.
This study aided in understanding the significance of implicit bias and how experiences,
backgrounds, and beliefs can impact punishment outcomes. All participants assigned the
presence of implicit bias as a casual influence while undergoing nonjudicial punishment. There
was a gap in implicit bias literature that did not address the military justice system, and this study
expanded on the implicit bias implications in military nonjudicial punishment. Thus, the current
findings associated with implicit bias provided additional evidence within this subject area.
Empirical Literature
The literature discussed in chapter 2 reviewed the relationship of implicit bias within the
criminal justice system; as well as internal and external influences that increased disparities for
minority groups (Flicker et al., 2019; Rees, 2016, Bennett, 2017) and considered how they
influenced decisions and increased punishment severity (Christensen & Wells, 2020; Kovera,
2019; Payne et al., 2018; Qian et al., 2019). Every enlisted participant in this study stated
implicit bias was a factor in their nonjudicial punishment. In addition, the majority of Black
participants attributed their punishment and its severity to implicit bias and race.
The existing literature focused on the need to eliminate the disparity between White and
Black Airmen and understand the motivations of commanders during punishment deliberations.
Using the shared experiences of participants, the current research filled a gap in the literature
concerning implicit bias’s impact on the military justice system and provided insight into its
connections with the commander’s authority. A commander’s authority is exclusive and requires
only their recommendation for punishment. According to Robert, “I think if they have more than
one person giving recommendations, it'll lead to better outcomes.” A commander can issue
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excessive punishment for numerous reasons and without any desperate need to do so. Carson
shared in his online survey, “Excessive punishment could be handed down if a commander seeks
to ‘set an example’ based on his/her negative experience with a certain type of person
(race/ethnicity/financial status/etc.).” Hence, this may lead to more excessive punishment than
what is necessary to correct the member’s behavior, causing some secondary effects on their
careers, post-military life, and mental health.
Polden and Anderson (2022) found that judges can already have a predetermined idea
that a Black person is more likely to be guilty, giving the Black person a weaker presumption of
innocence from the beginning. The current study’s findings show that Black Airmen had a
uniquely different experience, particularly concerning race than White Airmen. Black
participants provided instances where other non-Black members were punished less severely or
not at all for similar or more egregious violations. The findings support the assessment of Polden
and Anderson by addressing the presumption of guilt. Samuel stated he was immediately judged
when he entered the commander’s office and when offered nonjudicial punishment. According to
Samuel, “When I came in there, they said I was making a face at the at the commander like I
wanted to strike him...I did not.” Thus, stereotyping was a theme generated within the current
research which identified that commanders and other leaders applied different stereotypes to
members based on shared social beliefs. In addition, the evidence is consistent with Valla and
Rivolta’s (2019) findings that show seeing a Black person rather than a White person tends to
make people more likely to interpret actions as violent.
Washington (2020) found that 71% of Black people said implicit bias had been a personal
obstacle in their lives, and 28% were treated unfairly in the workplace due to their race or ethnic
background. The current study found that Black participants all felt that at some point in their
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careers, they were treated unfairly due to their race. Also, they felt that implicit bias impacted
their ability to receive a fair punishment decision from the commander. In regards to his implicit
bias and his nonjudicial punishment, Robert stated, “I felt like it was immediately like there was
[implicit] bias immediately.” Where the research diverges is both White and Black participants
shared equal accounts of implicit bias as a contributive factor of punishment. White participants
explained that they felt that implicit bias in the organization and with their commanders had a
role in their punishment. In addition, White participants shared experiences where they were
punished more severely due to implicit bias than other groups, such as females and officers.
Implication
This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of Air Force
Black and White male veterans who were imposed nonjudicial punishment while serving on
active duty. This study’s findings yielded several implications for the field. This section
discusses the theoretical, empirical, and practical implications of the study. Recommendations
for Department of Defense and Air Force leaders, senior administrators, and military legal
practitioners and policymakers are also discussed.
Theoretical Implications
This study explored the lived experiences of Black and White Air Force veterans upon
whom nonjudicial punishments were imposed. In addition, the experiences of former veteran
commanders were explored to provide insight into the application of discipline when imposing
nonjudicial punishment. The theoretical lens used to explore the phenomenon was the implicit
bias theory. This study found that implicit bias influenced commanders’ decision-making which
resulted in unequitable punishment for different groups. The organizational culture helped to
form some implicit biases, much like the Department of Defense’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy
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that cultivated certain implicit biases against members of the LGBTQ community (Hyman,
2010), leading to members being separated for their sexual preferences.
The implicit bias theory is a significant framework for understanding the rate of
punishment and the level of severity in discipline between White and Black Airmen. The impact
on the application of fair discipline and the examination of the elevated frequency of Black
punishment is more substantive in the Air Force than in any other military service. Everyone,
even well-intentioned people, possess biases (Maryfield, 2018). All participants demonstrated
their understanding of implicit bias by providing their own definitions and example in interviews
and surveys. This was critical in assessing their ability to discern the impact of implicit bias and
its relationship with the excessive rate of punishment that exists for Black Airmen. The study’s
findings shed light on the importance of understanding implicit bias and providing opportunities
to address members’ biases effectively, especially in a disciplinary setting. Studies have
examined both the impact of the racial composition of juries on sentences, as well as the effect of
the defendant’s race on jurors’ decision-making (Anwar et al., 2021; Schwartzapfel, 2020). The
results indicate a diverse group does not have the same assumptions and is more thorough in
their examination of the evidence. Thus, having more than a single commander decide the
punishment of a member can help eliminate the potential for implicit bias. Having a racially
diverse grouping of three to five commanders from various units external to the organization that
has the purview over the disciplinary action may provide a holistic approach to eliminating or
reducing bias in punishment decisions. This type of approach can be similar to jury deliberations.
Kovera (2019) found that diversity among jurors had a positive influence on the quality of
verdict fairness and jury decision-making. This method would also increase impartiality and
decrease racial disparities and bias in punishment.

134
Empirical Implications
This study contains some important empirical implications. The first implication is that
there is evidence supporting previous research that formal implicit bias training is essential
(Burns et al., 2017; Montgomery, 2021; Staats et al., 2017). All prior commanders interviewed
identified they did not receive any formal nonjudicial punishment training until they were
assigned as a commander to their first unit. On average, this training occurred ten years into their
time in the Air Force as an officer. However, many of the officers received informal training as
junior officers from other commanders and senior leaders. In doing so, many of the officers were
somewhat familiarized with the framework of the process. All of the former commanders
identified that implicit bias exists in the Air Force, and several acknowledged that they may have
unknowingly contributed to the existing rate of disparity. Each organization and career field in
the Air Force is different. Although it is highly encouraged, leaders are under no formal
obligation to train junior officers in the military justice process nor include them in
apprenticeship-style training. Hence, the need for more formal training to expose junior officers
to the military justice system with a more in-depth continuation of training.
Each officer had an individual process whereby they sought to eliminate any personal
bias and impart fair and equitable punishment to all Airmen regardless of race. Empirical
research persuasively presents that these biases against socially disfavored groups are persistent
and often deviate from a person’s consciously reported attitudes and beliefs (Gravett, 2017). The
consistent negatively associated factor was that much of the review and decision-making is left
up to individual commanders. The authority commanders have is almost absolute in a nonjudicial
setting. This almost absolute authority that commanders possess in a nonjudicial setting is above
that of legally trained professional military lawyers. Commanders can confer with lawyers
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regarding their actions but are under no obligation to follow the legal advice given by military
lawyers.
The second implication is that more Black participants felt that race was a contributor to
their punishment as opposed to Whites. The Black Airmen in this study lived instances where
they were punished for similar or lesser infractions than those made by their White peers. The
disproportionality in the number of how many Blacks and Whites received punishment can be
seen within the observations made by this group of research participants. According to Gravett
(2017), implicit bias impacts significant behavior toward the subjects of these biases, and the
existence of implicit racial prejudices poses challenges to legal practice and theory. The White
participants did not see that their race was a contributor to their own punishment, but several
participants witnessed how it more significantly impacted Black Airmen they served alongside.
The third implication is that implicit bias plays a role in the determination of punishment
in the Air Force. The foundation of this viewpoint is the concept that implicit bias is a behavioral
phenomenon rather than a mental structure; in other words, implicit bias is something that an
individual does rather than something they possess (De Houwer, 2019). The unconscious nature
of implicit bias lends itself to making decisions based on assumptions instead of obtaining all of
the facts. Several participants observed this behavior through the lack of interaction and
engagement with leadership when they were entering the punishment process. Airmen shared
that they were not afforded the opportunity to articulate the basis of their violation, nor did
commanders consider any additional personal circumstances during their punishment
deliberation. Many participants believed that their commander or leadership’s internal bias
against them and their punishment had already been decided without consideration of the totality
of circumstances. There was no distinction in the severity of punishment between White and
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Black enlisted participants. Each participant’s offense was unique and I could not assess an
accurate comparison between punishment imposed on White and Black Airmen. Also, the
punishment imposed was consistent and all but Tyler and Braxton received a reduction in rank.
All Black participants were demoted as a condition of their punishment.
Practical Implications
Conducting the research for this study framed practical implications that would influence
the military justice process for commanders, senior leadership, and junior enlisted Airmen. First,
it is essential to create a formalized and codified process for deliberation and decision-making
with the inclusion of junior and senior command leadership. By doing this, there will be a
standardized process that allows for input and collaboration, which includes more than just the
commander allowing for more unified and equitable thoughts. Furthermore, ensuring the
initiation, process, and outcomes of nonjudicial punishment are facilitated in an inclusive
manner.
Second, there needs to be an increase in the level of racial and gender diversity in
command leadership positions. This shift could garner a more comprehensive look into
individual situations and circumstances. This may also help to further evaluate the need for
policy changes, education, and resources. Making this change is also essential to guard against
the influences of implicit bias that might otherwise go unchecked without others in the room
providing clarity or independent insight. Diversity in command leadership could also show other
members the importance of inclusion and create a culture where they can be confident that their
personal accounts will be taken into consideration, especially in punishment situations.
Third, the Air Force should provide professional military education for junior officers
and continued education for commanders on military justice. There should also be a focus on
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implicit bias training with practical scenarios to form more well-rounded perceptions and elevate
the diversity of thought toward minority groups and genders in particular. As part of this
education, there should be an acknowledgment of the current educational shortfalls and the
necessity of this paradigm shift that will create a more cohesive Air Force standard. Most of the
officer participants acknowledged their own implicit biases that were later revealed to them or
took into account that they possess some form of implicit bias. Participants stated there was no
specific instance that they were aware of that impacted their punishment decision. According to
Gravett (2019), people are not essentially withholding their true attitudes and beliefs but instead
are incapable of fully understanding the content of their own minds. Receiving this education
early and often throughout their career could assist with self-awareness which may decrease the
negative consequences of implicit bias and increase the overall understanding of the nonjudicial
process and implications of deciding and administering an adequate form of punishment.
Delimitations and Limitations
Delimitations are defined as primarily concerned with the scope of the study and
designate the established parameters and prevent researchers from stating their findings are
generalizable to the whole population (Miles, 2019). These parameters were self-imposed, and
the research sought to explore the lived experiences of Black and White Air Force veterans and
their experience with nonjudicial punishment. Thus, participants were required to meet a
designated participant criterion: 1) served on active duty in the Air Force between 2012–2019, 2)
be a veteran/former member of the U.S. Air Force, 3) be a Black or White male between the
enlisted grades of E1–E4 that received nonjudicial punishment or a White male commander who
imposed nonjudicial punishment as an FGO.
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The first criteria were necessary to align with the Air Force’s Racial Disparity Review
conducted by Air Force Inspector General’s Office. The existing literature included an
investigation of the Department of the Air Force’s military justice data dating back to 2012 (The
Inspector General Department of the Air Force, 2020). Hence, the inclusive period of this study
was limited to 2012–2019, and those who served during this period were essential in correlating
the aggregate statistical data to provide a contextual explanation of the rate of excessive
punishment imposed on Black junior enlisted Airmen. The second criteria afforded an additional
degree of freedom to speak candidly regarding participant experiences without fear of retribution
or reprisal. Veterans who no longer serve on active duty are not subject to the same rules and
procedures that current members must adhere to. Therefore, members can share experiences free
of perceived Air Force limitations and restrictions. The third criteria were important to highlight
the nonjudicial punishment process and assess the root of the disparities between White and
Black male Airmen. In addition, it served significant importance in providing salient background
of the target population groups.
Limitations are defined as restrictions to a study grounded on the research methodology
and design that cannot be controlled (Miles, 2019). One of the limitations of this study was the
data collection methods used. Interviews with the participants had time constraints that limited
the amount of data collected. Therefore, some data may not have been collected and analyzed to
provide additional support for the current study. Also, another limitation is the method of data
collection which were all self-reported responses, and the researcher assumes all participants
provided truthful responses (Miles, 2019). The researcher relied on evidence provided by
participants during interviews and survey responses.
Recommendations for Future Research
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This study’s limitations and findings provide reference points for future researchers to
expand on implicit bias within the military justice system. This research is the first to capture
individual experiences of veterans concerning their observations of nonjudicial punishment and
incorporate the commander’s deliberative punishment process. For this reason, the first
recommendation is to replicate this study to include additional racial demographics. The Air
Force also identified that other minority groups received excessive punishment, and there were
differences in punishment severity. In addition, future research should include nonjudicial
punishment issues of all races to identify differences in punishment experiences.
A second recommendation is to conduct research that also explores the relationship
between male and female participants. Males were more likely than females to receive severe
punishment in the Air Force (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office, 2021). The
exploration of this statistical relationship can help provide additional information to build more
equitable punishment outcomes. Three of the participants in this study shared their experiences
regarding inconsistent punishment between males and females. One participant detailed a
situation where he and another female were both caught committing the same violation, and the
female received no punishment while he received an article 15 and was forced to separate from
active duty. Additionally, the research should expand beyond nonjudicial punishment and
include military court-martials as well. The Air Force found that Black female and male service
members were more likely than White female and male service members to be subject to courtmartials from fiscal years 2013–2017 (Secretary of the Air Force Inspector General’s Office,
2021).
There was no observational research conducted in the field, nor did the research include
any current active-duty members. Accordingly, the third recommendation is to research the
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nonjudicial punishment process through the views of active-duty members and provide some
observational data on the nonjudicial punishment process within the sphere of application.
Lastly, four participants discussed the differences in officer and enlisted punishment. Thus, a
final recommendation for future research is to include officer nonjudicial punishment in the
research as a cross-comparison between enlisted members.
Summary
This phenomenological hermeneutic study aimed to understand the potential implicit bias
and disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from
grades E1–E4 who previously served on active duty. A hermeneutic phenomenological research
design was used to explore and understand the lived experiences of the included participants.
Additionally, Banaji and Greenwald’s implicit bias theory framed the examination of social and
cultural factors that influence the rate and excess extent of punishment between Black and White
Airmen. This study was guided by two research questions: 1) How do Black and White male Air
Force veterans who served in the grades of E1–E4 and were subjected to nonjudicial punishment
describe their experiences regarding commander’s behavior and implicit bias? 2) How can
implicit bias awareness programs in the Air Force reduce racial stereotypes and cognitive
schemas that contribute to disproportionate nonjudicial punishment?
Three data collection methods were used in this study: 1) survey, 2) interviews, and 3)
analytical memos. Much of the obtained results support previous research in the field, although
some elements of the collected data are not consistent with all aspects of previous research
findings. The themes that emerged from the results of this study were: 1) Implicit Bias, 2)
Commander Authority, 3) Stereotypes, 4) Mental Health, and 5) Military Justice Training. Subthemes were also identified within Implicit Bias (excessive punishment, targeting,
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race/ethnicity), Commander Authority (unlimited authority, partial decision-making, and
commander bias), Stereotypes (negative labeling, culture, and assumptions), Mental Health
(suicide and isolation) and Military Justice Training (lack of implicit bias training, squadron
commander’s course deficiencies, and timing of training). Participant experiences were shown
through interviews and surveys and if there was a clear connection between implicit bias and
punishment. In addition, most Black participants shared that race played a part in either their
punishment, in other rehabilitative administrative counseling, or in Air Force experiences.
Another significant finding was the lack of military justice training opportunities for junior
officers prior to assuming command and a formalized process to include other perspectives,
along with the commander, in nonjudicial decision-making. This study made a substantial
contribution to the existing empirical literature that explores implicit bias and disparities in
punishment. Air Force leaders, policymakers, and military legal practitioners can utilize the
findings in this study to form more comprehensive programs, policies, and training standards.
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APPENDIX B: RECRUITMENT FLYER

Research Participants Needed
RESEARCH SURVEY

Implicit Bias in the U.S. Air Force Criminal Justice System and the Excessive Punishment of
Black Airmen

There are two categories of participation, enlisted and officer. To participate, you must:
1. Be an Air Force veteran who served on active duty between 2012–2019.
2. Be a Black or White male who served in the grades of E4 or below at the time of
separation or a White male who served in a command position as a Field Grade Officer.
3. Have been subjected to nonjudicial punishment or imposed nonjudicial punishment.

The purpose of this research is to understand the potential impact of implicit bias as an influence
on disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from
grades E1–E4 who previously served on active duty. Participants will be asked to complete an
online survey through survey monkey (approximately 20 minutes), participate in a recorded
phone or video interview on Zoom (approximately 45-60 minutes), and review the interview
transcript (approximately 20 minutes).
Brandon Dinkins, a doctoral candidate in the Helms School of Government at Liberty
University, is conducting this study.
Please contact Brandon Dinkins at

for more information.

Liberty University IRB – 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall 2845, Lynchburg, VA
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM
Title of the Project: Implicit Bias in the U.S. Air Force Criminal Justice System and the
Excessive Punishment of Black Airmen
Principal Investigator: Brandon L. Dinkins, Liberty University, Helms School of Government
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be an Air Force
veteran, served on active duty between 2012–2019, a Black or White male who served in the
grades of E4 and below or a White male who served in a field grade officer command position.
You must also have been subjected to nonjudicial punishment or imposed nonjudicial
punishment. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to understand the potential impact of implicit bias as an influence on
disproportionate commander-imposed punishment of junior ranking Black Airmen from grades
E1–E4 who previously served on active duty.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Interview: Participate in either an audio-recorded phone interview or video-recorded
Zoom/Microsoft Teams interview (approximately 45-60 minutes).
2. Transcript Review: Review the interview transcript for accuracy (approximately 20
minutes). The transcript will be sent to you via email within 1 week of the interview. You
will be required to return the transcript to the researcher via email within 1 week of
receipt.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
Benefits to society include the Air Force which may be provided a deeper understanding of the
impacts of implicit bias as a potential influence on the disproportionate punishment of Black
Airmen. This study may contribute to improving Air Force programs that help promote equity in
punishment and identify methods to reduce implicit bias during the nonjudicial punishment
process.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
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How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records.
• Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews
will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.
• Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.
• Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a password
locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to
these recordings.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free
not to answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email address
included in the next paragraph. Should you decide to withdraw, data collected from you will be
destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Brandon Dinkins. You may ask any questions you may
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him at
and/or
. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty chair, Dr. Robert
Lee Harris, at
.
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515, or email the IRB at
irb@liberty.edu.
Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the
study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information
provided above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
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☐ The researcher has my permission to audio-record/video record me as part of my participation
in this study.
__________________________________________
Printed Subject Name
__________________________________________
Signature & Date
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY SCREENING INSTRUMENT
1. Did you serve on active-duty in the Air Force between 2012–2019? ______________
2. Between what years was your active-duty service period? ____________
3. Are you a veteran/former member of the U.S. Air Force? _________
4. What is your racial/ethnic background? (Select all that apply)
a. African American or Black
b. White
c. Hispanic or Latino
d. American Indian or Alaska Native
e. Asian
f. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
5. Highest military pay graded attained while on active-duty status?
a. E-1
b. E-2
c. E-3
d. E-4
e. E-5 and above
f. O-5 and below
g. O-6 and above
6. Enlisted: How many times were you subjected to nonjudicial punishment? ___________
Commanders: How many times did you impose nonjudicial punishment? ____________
7. Enlisted: What type of military discharge did you receive?
a. Honorable
b. Dishonorable
c. Bad Conduct
d. Other than Honorable
e. Other (specify): _________
8. How would you describe your time serving in the Air Force (Please respond in 250 characters
or less, including spaces).
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
9. Please explain your understanding of implicit bias (Please respond in 250 characters or less,
including spaces).
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
10. Describe your knowledge of how implicit bias could contribute to excessive punishment
(Please respond in 250 characters or less, including spaces).
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
11. What is your name, contact number, and email in order to establish a future interview
date/time?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW GUIDE
1. Please tell me about yourself?
2. Describe your overall experience while serving in the Air Force
3. Tell me about your experience(s) with the military justice system?
4. Implicit bias refers to attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and
decisions in an unconscious way, making them difficult to control. Explain your thoughts on the
connection between implicit bias and nonjudicial punishment.
5. Give an example of when implicit bias may have been involved in your nonjudicial
punishment or potentially increased the severity of the punishment you received?
6. How did implicit bias harm you in your case when imposed nonjudicial punishment?
7. Describe an experience where you feel you were not able to receive fair nonjudicial
punishment.
7a. Describe an experience where you may not have been able to apply fair nonjudicial
punishment.
8. Provide some examples of racial stereotypes you witnessed commanders apply in their
interactions with Black Airmen. 8a. Provide examples of racial stereotypes you applied as a
commander to your interactions with Black Airmen?
9. What measures do you think should be taken to overcome implicit bias in a commander’s
decision-making. 9a. What measures did you take to overcome implicit bias in nonjudicial
punishment decisions?
10. The 2020 Air Force Disparity Review found that Black Airmen receive excessive
punishment compared to their White counterparts. How does that line up with your experience?
If it did happen, how could/should the Air Force handle that?
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11. Explain the effectiveness of Air Force programs that are intended to reduce implicit bias in
commander decision-making when imposing nonjudicial punishment.
12. Is there any additional information you would like to provide regarding implicit bias or a
punishment disparity between White and Black Airmen?
14. What questions do you have for me?
Probing Questions
•

Why do you think this is the case?

•

What do you think would happen if…?

•

What sort of impact do you think…?

•

How did you decide…?

•

How did you determine…?

•

How did you conclude…?

Clarifying Questions
•

Did I hear you say…?

•

Did I understand you when you said…?

